
1 
 

Project Proposal 

 

Marshall David Schaefers        

Project Proposal Workshop 

Workshop Instructor: Dr. Jeffery Tribble 

First Reader: Dr. Ralph Watkins 

Second Reader: Dr. Rebecca Spurrier 

1st Draft Date: July 16, 2020  

2nd Draft Date: August 7, 2020                 

 

Working Title:  

Virtually Together: Accelerated Paradigm Change in Congregational Life 

 

 

Topic:  

I want to study the mission, ministry, and liturgical practices of congregations using online 

resources for the purpose of better understanding the ways online worship, mission and ministry 

meet the needs of congregations and communities so that constructive patterns, lasting insights, 

and best practices may be shared with denominational leadership and local congregations. The 

use of online resources, prior to the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic, is a known paradigm with its own 

set of accumulated beliefs, practices, and assumptions. Prior to the pandemic, online practices 

have primarily been supplementary to in-person activities, if they were employed at all. The use 

of online resources, within congregations, during the pandemic, is an ever evolving (emerging) 

paradigm that is continuing to take shape as the pandemic continues. While it may be impossible 

and impractical to definitively ascertain what online resource use, within congregations, will 

look like after the pandemic, it may be possible to gather prevailing thoughts and strategies as to 

what will happen in the future. (Some congregations within Grace Presbytery, in counties that 

have seen little spread of the contagion, have experienced short periods of a return to “normal.” 

As the outbreak continues, and as state guidelines change almost weekly, it will be difficult to 

tell when exactly the pandemic is over – without the development of a vaccine.) In my final 

project, I propose to study the use of online technology resources (streaming worship, video 

conference education, virtual sacraments, etc.) in living out the mission and ministry of the 

congregation in the midst of a global pandemic. I will also be looking at the extent to which 

adaptive leadership has played and continues to play into addressing the new challenges facing 

congregations at they respond to the pandemic. I will explore whether or not congregations are 

experiencing a paradigm change, as they pivot to address the challenges at hand. 

 

I propose a purposeful sampling of the mission, ministry, and liturgical practices of 

congregations using online technology resources in order to live out the ministry and mission of 

the congregation. The sampling will focus on Presbyterian Church (USA) congregations, within 

Grace Presbytery, in an effort to better understand how congregations adapted to life through an 

online presence during the 2020 Covid-19 Pandemic and how the lessons learned may shape 

future ministry. 
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Thesis Statement:  

The virtual church experience is here to stay and congregations will continue to see virtual 

connections (in a variety of online expressions) as vital pathways for connecting with members 

and community. The widespread use of online resources is an example of adaptive change that 

benefits the overall health and vitality of congregations. 

 

Background and Context:  

Grace Presbytery is the regional governing body for 140 Presbyterian Church (USA) 

congregations, spanning across 53 counties in North and Northeast Texas. Within Grace 

Presbytery (the third largest presbytery within the PCUSA’s 172 presbyteries) there exists a wide 

diversity of congregations. Some are very small, consisting of just a few members, while 6 

congregations have over 1500 members. Denominational research for Grace Presbytery shows a 

range in congregational membership from 5 to 2753, with the median being 81 members. In 

addition to size, the congregations within Grace Presbytery exhibit diversity in their racial 

composition (25% of members identify as non-white), and in the median age of members. These 

140 congregations exist in urban, suburban, and rural settings and have annual budgets that range 

from $92 to $9,327,000. In March of 2020, in response to a spreading norovirus pandemic, the 

Executive Council of Grace Presbytery strongly recommended that all 140 of its congregations 

cease in-person worship and adhere to the guidelines provided by the State of Texas. This 

guidance was soon thereafter supplemented by guidance from the PCUSA’s Office of the Stated 

Clerk. For many Presbyterian (USA) congregations that belong to Grace Presbytery, this 

guidance meant a shift to months of “on line” worship, educational opportunities, and meetings. 

 

Sixty-one Grace Presbytery congregations shifted quickly to an online presence. Others 

(approximately seventy-five) did not follow that route at all, resorting instead to a pause of all 

ministry activities. A few congregations partnered with other local congregations to provide 

some online activities. Over the course of a couple of weeks, congregations that had been simply 

sharing a livestream or an audio recording of worship began producing worship, mission and 

educational experiences in new ways. This adaptation continues today, although some 

congregations have moved back to in-person services. Some congregations are planning on 

providing only an on-line presence through the end of 2020. As of August 6, 2020, there are 

approximately forty-five congregations within Grace Presbytery that have shifted to an online 

presence for the first time, due to the coronavirus pandemic. Fifteen congregations were already 

providing online content, but have expanded their online presence in new ways. Seventy-five 

congregations have not made any significant shift to provide for an online presence, other than 

informing members of other Presbyterian congregations that are.  

 

There is a diversity present in the types of online presence being practiced. Some congregations 

are using a very interactive “Zoom” video-chat model. Some broadcasts are live and other are 

pre-recorded. The production of some services and online discussions are professionally 

polished, while others have a very amateur look and feel. The format of online worship has 

stayed the same as in-person worship for some congregations while others have instituted a 

number of innovative changes. All of this is still in a state of flux, and congregations are 

continuously adapting as the pandemic continues. 
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I would like to survey congregations (both leadership and membership) to see what has been 

learned during this time. How has worship changed in response to the stay-at-home measures 

brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic? How might changes in worship and ministry, during 

the pandemic, affect the ways congregations understand and practice worship, mission, and 

ministry going forward? How are educational offerings different now? How do church members 

connect with each other, with their community, and with God in a virtual world? What technical 

resources have been applied to the challenges that presented during lockdown and reopening? 

[As of August 6th, Texas is still operating under partial re-opening guidance, as directed by the 

State. As of this date, it is unclear if that guidance will change in the near future.] What impact 

has “on demand” worship (livestreamed services, prerecorded worship made available through a 

congregation’s channel, and video-chat worship options had on those worshiping from home? 

For pastors? What do the various formats of online resources have to offer a congregation that 

seeks to address the problems that the pandemic has provided? 

 

Because this situation is still unfolding, denominational researchers in the PCUSA have not yet 

begun to ask these important questions. We are in uncharted territory.  

 

Research Methodology: 

The primary design of this project will be a mixed method multi-site case study with the first 

phase consisting of a macro-survey made available to congregations in Grace Presbytery which 

have engaged in online services during the 2020 pandemic. This presbytery-wide survey will 

help to establish a rich source of data which will be used to get a sense of the landscape (the use 

of digital/virtual/online mediums before and during the pandemic) and it provide a basis to 

purposefully select congregations for further study.  

The second phase of inquiry will consist of a qualitative case study (sharing the features of a 

basic qualitative study) that will dig further into the central research question, “Has the church 

just experienced a paradigm shift in the new realm of online church experiences?” Through the 

use of semi-structured interviews and artifact analysis, I (the researcher) will search for meaning 

and understanding in the new realm of online church experiences. The research will focus on a 

purposeful sampling of congregations that are part of Grace Presbytery. Sixty-one of the one-

hundred-forty congregations that make up Grace Presbytery have moved to some form of online 

presence over the past four months. It would be impossible to do an in-depth study of each one in 

the scope of a doctor of ministry project. Hence, I will focus my efforts on two congregations – a 

larger and either a medium or smaller that have provided online services (some form of worship, 

education, or fellowship) during the pandemic. In order to delineate between “larger, medium, 

and smaller” congregations, I will set some basic parameters based on pre-pandemic attendance 

for worship. Generally speaking, larger congregations within grace presbytery have attendance in 

excess of 150. Medium sized congregations have Sunday attendance between 75 and 150. 

Smaller congregations within Grace Presbytery have Sunday attendance numbers under 50. 

These categories have been confirmed by staff members at the presbytery office. As a former 

Moderator of Grace Presbytery, I feel confident in selecting two congregations for a comparative 

case study. Together, these two congregations would demonstrate widely varying instances of 

online use among congregations within Grace Presbytery.  

I will use an online resource like Survey Monkey in order to do the survey. Survey Monkey has 

analytic algorithms that will be helpful. Hard copies of the surveys will be made available on 
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request. This survey data will be supplemented by one-on-one follow-up interviews. Ideally, I 

would interview a pastor, a staff person that has been dynamically involved in the online activity, 

and a member of the congregation – from each of the churches selected in the second phase. 

This research will not be a Qualitative Case Study of each individual congregation, but rather a 

Qualitative Case Study of the presbytery as a unit. In the end, I believe that this inductive 

investigative strategy will result in a richly descriptive interpretation of the data collected.  

The central question that I will address is: 

Has the church just experienced a paradigm shift in the new realm of online church experiences? 

Broader research questions that will guide this study (as opposed to the more detailed questions 

that might show up as survey questions or questions in the guide for semi-structured 

interviewing) include: 

 How are congregations (made up of pastors, staff and members) making sense of these 

experiences?  

 Are new leadership skills needed in addressing this shift in paradigm?  

 What are the challenges that congregations will face as in-person worship begins again? 

 How has Reformed/Presbyterian theology informed the decisions surrounding online 

services? 

 Where do congregations see God at work, in the midst of this experience? 

 What, within congregational DNA, is evolving/regressing/emerging? 

 

Further questions will focus on how the shift to virtual services have affected pastors, staff and 

members of local congregations. Data will be collected through surveys, semi-structured 

interviews, observations (which may include the viewing of some online services and 

conversations), and document analysis. In mid-March, the executive council of Grace Presbytery 

released guidelines that directed individual congregations to cease meeting in-person. That 

document, the first of many, aimed at interpreting the paradigm shift to online services. Letters 

that individual congregations sent to their members, explaining the need for cautious and swift 

change, are also artifacts from sub-units of the primary case. Early in the social-distancing 

period, some theological conversations surrounding the sacraments were conducted using 

videoconferencing – and those have been shared throughout the presbytery. I do believe that 

there will be a great deal of interest in this study – especially on the part of congregational 

leadership. The challenges presented have been of both a technical and adaptive nature – as 

described by Ronald Heifetz et al., in The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and Tactics for 

Changing Your Organization and the World. 

I am also interested in how congregations shifted to provide online resources for worship, 

education, fellowship, etc. I wonder how resources (financial, human, skills) affected the 

congregations in devising plans to offer specific services. Who made the primary decisions 

(session, pastor, or someone else)? Knowing that there is a ready correlation between the size of 

congregations and available resources, were larger (more affluent) congregations better prepared 

to make a shift in services? Did smaller congregations have a relative disadvantage (or even an 

unexpected advantage) in reaching their members? Are there any areas (like welcoming new 

members or participating in the sacraments) that are still seen as a challenge to these 

congregations? And if so, has anyone come up with any answers? Did the shift to an online 
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presence have any effect on issues of social justice, as congregations continued to live into an 

online presence.  

Further questions will probe the practice of online worship services. Did congregations settle on 

live or pre-recorded options? Will these decisions be re-examined as congregations open back 

up? How (over what medium) where these services shared? What was their duration and format? 

Were components of the liturgy adjusted for the virtual experience? How did participants engage 

in these services? Will participants continue to expect services that they can access from the 

comfort and safety of their own homes? This section will be influenced by Teresa Berger’s work: 

@ Worship: Liturgical Practices in Digital Worlds. 

The same line of questioning will probe Christian Education offerings. What had to change in 

order to “go virtual” for Sunday School classes (adult and children), Bible Studies, book 

discussions, etc.?  

What has the virtual church done for mission (transformative work) opportunities? Are 

congregations engaging in new forms of mission (transformative work), as they adapt to their 

virtual togetherness? This section will rely on David Bosch’s dual meaning of “mission” as well 

as his take on paradigm shifts within ecumenical contexts. 

And finally, I would like to explore whether or not fellowship offerings been affected by the 

virtual format? Do congregations see a need for a coffee hour, mid-week check-ins, etc.? 

I believe that all of these points of inquiry point to one overriding question: Does the addition 

(perhaps the temporary substitution) of virtual services (worship, educational, missional, or 

otherwise) constitute a true paradigm shift for the congregations in Grace Presbytery? And if this 

is a true sea-change in the lived experience of such congregations, what opportunities does it 

bring? 

Surveying members of Grace Presbytery and then interviewing key individuals from two or three 

congregations (including pastors, staff and members) will provide a data set that will be large 

enough to draw significant conclusions. For larger congregations, I will conservatively expect 

fifty retuned surveys, for medium sized congregations I will expect thirty returned surveys, and 

for smaller congregations I will expect twenty returned surveys. Survey Monkey should be able 

to organize the responses into usable data. I will follow up with semi-structured one-on-one 

interviews where applicable.  

I do not believe that this project will require IRB review, although I am completely open to that 

possibility. I will not be seeking feedback from children or vulnerable populations. The questions 

relayed in the surveys may be answered anonymously. With the sample size, identifying 

individuals, even within a congregation, would be difficult. Participants could “opt-in” or “opt-

out” for additional one-on-one interviews.  

I will develop a research design template in order to map out the data collection and I will create 

an analysis plan to help define the scope of the project for optimal manageability. It is possible 

that, in the second phase, two cases would yield transferable data due to the principle of 

maximum variation sampling. 

In physics, there is a theory known as the "Observer Effect" which states that by simply 

observing a phenomenon, the phenomenon is altered in some manner. I love that concept. In 

qualitative research, a similar paradigm exists where the researcher must take into account the 

impact of the researcher’s own position (what Mirriam and Tisdale describe as “assumptions, 
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worldview, biases, theoretical orientation, and relationship to the study that may affect the 

investigation.”) Data does not speak for itself - there is always an interpreter. Internal validity 

speaks to the meaning of data. At the same time, the investigator must engage in critical self-

reflection, to identify potential issues in gathering and reporting results. 

In my project, I will aim to collect credible data that will rely on human beings sharing their 

observations. This will be done using multiple methods of fact gathering (artifacts, surveys, 

interviews) as well as relying on multiple sources of data (pastors, staff, and members of 

congregations.) By utilizing these different streams, my hope is that the findings will be useful to 

others, outside of Grace Presbytery. I think that there will be some broadly applicable findings as 

the data comes in. Ultimately, the reader will determine whether or not the findings resonate with 

their experience. I do plan on sampling enough to provide rich, thick descriptions of the virtual 

church experience in Grace Presbytery. I also plan to survey and interview a significantly diverse 

sample selection - so that the findings may be useful to congregations that are small, large, 

urban, suburban, rural, rich, poor, and diverse in overall ethnicity. (In other words - I am going to 

survey and interview more than medium sized congregations that are homogeneous in their 

make-up.) I expect to have around 200+ surveys and 9+ semi-structured interviews.  

I believe that I will be able to adequately approach these congregations as one with a track record 

of trust - since I have just completed a term as the Moderator of the Presbytery. I have shown 

that I am attentive to issues of structured power relations, race, gender, class, sexual orientation 

and dis/ability - as well as outsider issues. (In the past year, I have led the Presbytery through 

some issues that dealt with all of the above.) I will approach this project from a position of "this 

study might help us all to understand what the church has just been through/is going through - 

and this study will ultimately help pastors, sessions, congregations and the Presbytery to be 

healthier embodiments of the kingdom of God.  

As the church responds to its new landscape, brought on by pandemic, its leadership will 

undoubtedly use adaptive leadership to navigate the paradigm shift. The use of online resources 

presents both technical and adaptive challenges – but new opportunities for church life as well. 

 

Theoretical Perspectives:   

For an advanced understanding of this unfolding situation, a multi-disciplinary approach will be 

required. Initially, I thought that one way the virtual church experience could be examined would 

be by treating virtual services (whether they be worship services, educational offerings, planned 

fellowship activities, or mission/service opportunities) as the Mission of the church. In other 

words, Missiology could be a primary theoretical perspective to guide the study. I could ask 

questions like, “How is the mission of the church being accomplished through the virtual 

experience?” But it isn’t primarily mission activity that I am most interested in – although, one 

could argue that the general propagation of faith and special outreach services with the purpose 

of deepening people’s faith in Christ (see David Bosch in Transforming Mission: Paradigm 

Shifts in Theology of Mission) could both be considered a facet of the mission of the church 

enacted in the virtual church experience.  

Bosch does, however, present two important concepts that may have a significant impact on the 

work. For one, he clarifies the meanings of the key-terms “paradigm” and “paradigm shift” in a 
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theological framework by conceptualizing paradigm as seen by Kuhn as primarily being, “the 

entire constellation of beliefs, values, techniques, etc. shared by the members of a given 

community” (Bosch quoting Kuhn: 1970:175). Bosch describes a series of micro-paradigm shifts 

that have impacted Christianity; one replacing the other such as the Hellenistic paradigm, the 

Roman Catholic paradigm, the Protestant reformation paradigm and the Enlightenment 

paradigm. Bosch goes on to point out the importance of relevance and context in theology while 

still emphasising the centrality of the Christ event. Secondly, Bosch explores the dual meanings 

of mission – both the concept that “mission” is that work that transforms reality and that 

“mission” is the idea that has continued to be transformed from the early church to the present. 

Taking these concepts into consideration, I think I will primarily focus on a paradigm shift in the 

framework of techniques and attitudes (of congregations participating in online activities), and 

the mission of the congregations viewed as the work (or sometimes described as the ministry) of 

the congregation. 

I look back at my working thesis for some further direction: The virtual church experience is 

here to stay and congregations will continue to see virtual connections (in a variety of online 

expressions) as vital pathways for connecting with members and community. 

Immediately, what comes to mind is that we are dealing with congregations that are encountering 

a tremendous amount of change in a very short period of time. This change requires an 

examination of worship practices, intentional pastoral care, adaptive leadership, and the 

addressing some very specific technical challenges. I do believe that there has been a paradigm 

shift, to include virtual church experiences, that will not go away – even if the pandemic was to 

be over tomorrow. This paradigm shift may have its roots in the increasing use of social media, 

the availability to live-stream or record services, and increasing access to the internet – but 

whatever the roots may be, the period of quarantine/safer-at-home sheltering that has been 

experienced over the past several months has accelerated the use of online church participation. 

Prior to the pandemic, my congregation would broadcast the Sunday worship service and it 

would usually have between three and five viewers. Currently, our Sunday broadcast of worship 

has hundreds of participants. No longer are participants just those who are out-of-town or staying 

at home because of health concerns. People are participating virtually because they feel a need to 

worship together, to have fellowship with one another, to nurture one another in the faith, and to 

explore new ways of service within the community.  

One strong theological framework that I will use for this study of Presbyterian Church (USA) 

congregations, is the importance of worship in Reformed Theology. Reformed theology 

confesses worship as being central to lives of faith and it affirms that worship is best experienced 

in community. Virtual worship has been one way to maintain that community. Some allowances 

addressing the format of worship have been made. Congregations have adjusted some of the 

practices to fit the current situation. Some worship services have been shortened. How a 

congregation can actively participate in the liturgy and in the sacraments has been a point of 

ongoing discussion. Congregations are still making adjustments – every day there seems to be 

new information to process and new decisions to be made. 

Pastoral care has been an important aspect of this virtual church experience. Congregations are 

concerned about caring for members of their community. If the pastor is working from home, 

and the members of a congregation are sheltering at home, how can the congregation be cared 

for? Many congregations have taken steps to provide “check in” opportunities with pastors. 
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These range from coffee hours to Bible studies to fireside chats. The virtual church experience 

provides opportunities for informal pastoral care to take place. This situation has also provided 

an opportunity for some presbytery leaders to check up on minister members – making calls to 

ascertain the wellbeing of valued colleagues.  

Perhaps the most interesting theoretical perspective to explore, concerning the virtual church 

experience, is concerning adaptive leadership (which may be defined as the practice of 

mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and to thrive). This change came on suddenly and 

leaders had to adapt quickly. Some rose to the occasion by exploring and implementing new 

practices, almost overnight. For weeks and then months, the challenges that these leaders faced 

changed almost daily. And the changes are not over yet! I have heard some describe the decision 

to cease in-person activities at the church as being one of the most difficult decisions they have 

experienced in the life of the church. But now, starting back up is proving to be just as 

challenging – if not more so. Leaders have to weigh all of the available information and make 

decisions based on incomplete data. Decisions that are made one day are rethought the next. But 

still, leaders are guiding congregations through this crisis. As we progress into this pandemic, 

many are asking whether or not leaders will need new skillsets to maneuver in this new 

environment. I believe that the ability for church leaders to adapt and to lead in new ways is one 

of the most important skills that they can have.  

The concept of adaptive leadership addresses situational changes that may be diagnosed in three 

ways. A first category, described as “Technical Challenges” are those problems that are clearly 

defined, with known solutions that can be implemented through existing organizational rules of 

procedures. They are usually solved with authoritative expertise. For technical challenges, people 

look to an “expert” to resolve problems. A second category, “Technical and Adaptive 

Challenges” are those problems that have both a technical and an adaptive dimension. The 

challenges may be clearly defined, but there is no straightforward solution that can be 

implemented by authoritative expertise. The responsibility of handling these challenges must be 

shared between the leader and followers. The leader must act as a resource and guide; but the 

people must do the work necessary if the change is to succeed. The third category, Adaptive 

Challenges” describes those problems that are not clear cut or easy to diagnose or to solve. They 

cannot be solved by authoritative expertise through the normal processes of the organization. 

Adaptive challenges require leaders to encourage others, with their support, to define challenging 

situations and to implement solutions.  

I believe that my project will show that today’s congregations are encountering both technical 

and adaptive challenges, as they seek to pivot in this new environment. If leaders and 

congregations possess the basic technical and adaptive skills required to enter into the virtual 

church experience, they will undoubtedly be better poised to continue in their ministries, 

regardless of whether or not the current health situation has staying power. While this may 

initially be seen as the role of the institutional leadership, it is undoubtedly also the shared 

responsibility of the congregation members.  
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Public Presentation 
After the draft of the summary article is completed and reviewed/accepted by my first and 

second readers, I will convene a focus group of interested peers, congregants, and other 

appropriate audience members for the purpose of presenting the project and securing additional 

feedback. This group discussion may need to be in an online format, if in-person or hybrid 

gatherings are still prohibited. I will integrate this feedback into the final draft of the article. 

Participants in the focus group will be asked to respond to the article-length summary by 

engaging in critical dialogue around the content of the project, offering suggestions for 

refinement or improvement of the article-length presentation of the project. I will make sure that 

there is opportunity for both written and verbal feedback to address the process of the study, the 

emergent findings, and the tentative interpretations. 

I have recently reached out to several pastors within Grace Presbytery, in order to see if this 

project (conceptually) would spark any interest. There is a lot of interest! I would be sure to 

invite pastors, congregational leaders, and presbytery staff to attend - most probably through the 

Presbytery's monthly electronic newsletter. I know (from experience) that many in that group 

would be forthcoming with critical constructive feedback. I would welcome their input. I think it 

would be important to invite members from Grace Presbytery into such a discussion because 

they will be the ones best able to verify rich thick descriptions of their experience and verify that 

maximum variation sampling has been achieved. I think it will be important to show that the 

number of interviews and surveys were sufficient to gather data needed to make adequate 

interpretations of the lived experience.  

Prior to the convening of the focus group, I will formulate evaluative criteria, in consultation 

with my faculty readers. Evaluative criteria will be applied to both content and presentation of 

the summary materials. After integrating peer feedback into the summary article, and after first 

and second reader approval of the article-length summary, I will publish the article through the 

seminary as well as through other venues available to the wider ecclesial community. 


