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Coffee Shop Sunday about meeting God using the internet to
encourage and develop fellowship?

Simon Werrett
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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
All are welcome at the ‘common table’ to enjoy the ‘table talk’. How Received 15 November 2023
does Coffee Shop Sunday (CSS) (Coventry and Nuneaton Methodist Accepted 7 September 2024
Circuit Project) reflect that alongside pointing people to Jesus?

CSS began a worship service in a Coventry Costa Coffee Shop in C .

. R - . offee Shop Sunday;

December 2019, this was severely disrupted with covid-19 encouragement; fellowship;
restrictions and their concept of ‘meeting God in an ordinary table talk; digital theology
place’ moved online. The internet through Facebook and Zoom
became the ordinary place they met God. Since March 2020, the
online work has grown from initially meeting four days a week to
daily activities with participants from five continents. Two of the
principles of CSS are encouragement and fellowship.

The paper will explore (1) How the internet became the
‘ordinary’ place to meet God for people from different
denominations and cultures. (2) How fellowship is experienced,
using Russell’s ‘round table ecclesiology’ model where those
present participate in a way which reflects their own journey of
‘faith and struggle’. (3) How does CSS point other people to Jesus
through its activities. Barth emphasises that churches or a
Christian’s activities should not focus on themselves but ‘point to
Jesus’. By reviewing CSS activities, | will demonstrate that they
point others to Jesus.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

All are welcome at the ‘common table’ to enjoy ‘table talk and hospitality’ as ‘in that way
they become participants of their journey of faith and struggle for the mending and lib-
eration of creation’(Russell 1993, 42). The expansion of the internet has provided
increased access to different tables across geographical boundaries, ensuring the Chris-
tian witness expands ‘to the ends of the earth’ (Acts 1.8).

Jesus’ ministry reflected meeting people in ordinary places whether on the beach, in
the mountains or people’s homes, the perfect example of table ministry (Sawrey 2018,
153). Coffee Shop Sunday (CSS) reflects this table ministry not by the Sea of Galilee but
initially in Costa, in Coventry and subsequently worldwide online.
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In 2019, the Coventry and Nuneaton Methodist Circuit appointed Pastor Trevor Gay
to oversee their Evangelical Growth Action Plan and from this came the vision to start
a church in a coffee shop. The vision was ‘meeting God in an ordinary place’. Their
first meeting was in December 2019 in Costa on Gallagher Retail Park, just outside
Coventry, and it was an informal time of worship, a few songs, prayers and a
thought. The initial average attendance was around thirty people with about 40%
being Costa customers. Deacon Sue Fry was soon recruited into the project, bringing
her wisdom and knowledge to complement Trevor's enthusiastic leadership style. The
five pillars of CSS are collaboration, accessibility, fellowship, inclusiveness and
encouragement.

In March 2020, Lockdown forced the project online and the small Facebook Group
increased, Facebook Live and Zoom meetings became the norm, and members joined
from all over the world, the initial 72 members increasing to 900 by June 2023 with
regular attendees from Australia, Pakistan, Kenya and America. Over 75% of the member-
ship are aged over forty-five, with the highest range being sixty-five plus and sixty eight-
per cent identify as female. In 2021, | heard about CSS while studying a postgraduate
Digital Theology qualification and became involved and am now the Digital Lead.
During Lockdown, they produced several themed prayer booklets, which were circulated
worldwide. After Lockdown, the onsite rhythm was disrupted as Costa changed their
operating hours, and it is only recently an onsite location in Coventry City Centre has
been identified, and a new delivery model agreed.

The online work has built on the initial lockdown foundation and is now a seven-day
engagement model. There is a daily thought for the day, four weekly prayer and fellow-
ship meetings, twice weekly video Bible reading, a monthly online service, a book club
and a deep dive theology meeting. In addition, they meet twice a month in prayer to
ask God ‘What's next’. Three 24/7 prayer days have been held with participants leading
and joining from five continents and three annual conferences.

How the Internet became the ‘ordinary’ place to meet God

The Philosopher Kierkegaard (2010, 6) describes the ‘age of revolution’ as an age of action
but suggests that the nineteenth century is just a time of ‘advertisement and publicity’
where nothing actually happens, and people are just seeking immediate publicity. He
could be describing the twenty-first century, an age of social media infatuation, where
unless | post a picture of my dinner on Facebook, did | really eat, or fail to ‘check in’
and provide a photo, did | really go there! He further describes this age where ‘no one
is satisfied with doing something definite, everyone wants to feel flattered by reflection
with the illusion of having at least discovered a new continent’ (Kierkegaard 2010, 7).
During the Coronavirus lockdown, people sought this ‘new continent’ in variety of
methods using the internet, as if it never existed before, overlooking it was a field that
others often with disabilities or health issues already inhabited.

The first-century gospel message remains the same, there are new methods and
mediums of delivering it, but the focus of all ministries should be pointing to Jesus
(Barth 1936, 126). Barth (1954, 62-77) highlights that the church must be a ‘visible real’
church and demonstrates this only through ‘real faith’, if it does not have a ‘visible’ pres-
ence, then it is no different from a religious society or a state.
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Is the internet an ordinary place? Can we meet God on the net? The internet is
embedded into society, Helland's (2000, 207) initial definition of online church and
church online have morphed into one, and it is difficult to separate the two. Initially,
church online was an online presence like websites, blogs and online church activities
like Facebook and YouTube, but now, people use their phones to stream to websites,
to read the Bible and to pray; they are online more than offline.

Campbell and Bellar (2023, 7) argue that ‘online technology use and choices cannot be
easily disembedded from offline contexts ...."  and encourage people ‘to think of the label
of digital religion as a conceptual bridge that connects and extends online religious prac-
tices and spaces into offline religious contexts, and vice versa’. Although as Ott (2019, 60)
identifies ‘digital technology has transformed the way we connect with one another,
shape our identity and form relationships’. Campbell and Garner (2016, 85) highlight
‘that God's involvement with human beings is not limited to the purely physical, everyday
world but is also active in the digital locations we create and inhabit’.

The Psalmist writes ‘where can | go from your Spirit? Where can | go from your pres-
ence? and indicates we cannot escape God even if we go up to the ‘heavens’ or down
to the seabeds, even in our gestation stage God is there (Ps. 139.7-13). This would indicate
that even if we go online, God will be there as we cannot escape the presence of God, but
what does it mean for God to be present in the digital space. Throughout biblical history,
God’s omnipresence has been demonstrated differently, through a pillar of fire or cloud
(Exod. 13.22), a whisper (1 Kgs. 9.12), incarnation and the Holy Spirit, as Tillich says ‘if God
is everywhere, is he nowhere?(Musa 2020, 53-58) and God cannot be limited to the
known, he is there in the unknown or new horizons. John's description of the future
(Rev. 1.10-19), while on Patmos is another example of entering a virtual world the
online space does not limit God, the online space exists because ‘God is creator'(Bock
and Armstrong 2021, 158).

Estes (2009, 60) links the ‘western concept’ of presence to the physical location of
our bodies, to Descartes stating ‘I think, therefore | am’, we can only be in a place
where our bodies are, but the digital has changed that. | can be present in my physical
location but also in a digital meeting. If God isn't present online, then is he present in
our church buildings? It could be argued that God is only present when his people are
present, as they are the church, not the building and similar if people are meeting
online, God is there because his people are. In Ezekiel's vision he sees the ‘Glory of
God’ depart the temple to rest with his people in Babylonian exile, an imagery that
demonstrates God is not in empty buildings or even technical devices but where his
people are (Ezek. 9-11). As Campbell and Dyer (2021, 9) emphasise ‘we are gathered
under the name of the one who chose to come into our physical space and redeem
it'. If the presence of God is where his people are and cyberspace is the ‘new public
square’(Bock and Armstrong 2021, 57) and if God is omnipotent and omnipresent,
he must be in the online space otherwise the indication is, his power is limited
which means he is not God.

The difficulty is identifying what it means to be human, or a person, to be real (Baym
2015, 5) or even to be alive? (Turkle 1995, 24). There are over one hundred and thirty
different understandings of human ontology (Cortez 2010, 69), and for evangelical scho-
lars, the most common view is the person consists of a visible part; the physical body and
an invisible part the soul (Grudem 2004, 768), these are united in life but separated at
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death. LaCugna (2006, 404) suggested that personal identity is expressed through an indi-
vidual's name, but people change names or use professional ones.

In Zoom, people can change their or hide their identify; although naming is a type of
identity attributed to a body, it can be changed. Similar to the physical human body, it is
needed to exist, but they deteriorate and can be changed physically, but the soul is
different as Gooder (2016, 17) suggests that there is ‘no mechanism to change it'.

Gooder (2016, 17) indicates the soul is that ‘unique core that makes’ a person truly
human and uses the word ‘me-ness’ to describe this ‘real essence of’ a person. Heidegger
(1996, 5) uses similar terminology in describing the soul as the ‘thatness and whatness’ or
‘I-myself-ness’ (Haugeland 2013, 88) of being human.

Gooder (2016, 43) states this ‘me-ness’ of me can only be fully realised in a relationship
with God as the soul describes not only the living person but their identify beyond the
grave and for eternity. For Barth, the ‘ontological constitution of human persons’ is ‘a
properly ordered and unified duality of body and soul that is created, preserved and
regenerated by the Holy Spirit’ (Cortez 2008, 328). Barth’s understanding of the body is
twofold, the visible body represents the ‘objective aspect of human nature’ and the invis-
ible soul represents ‘the subjective life of a material organism’(Cortez 2008, 333). Follow-
ing Barth’s argument, the human body executes the ‘decisions of the soul’ (Cortez 2008,
333); therefore, if the soul is happy, this could be represented by a smile on the physical
body, the outer replicates the inner ‘me-ness’. It is impossible to locate the soul in the
body because it is not a physical object like the brain, but the life force that inhabits
the body (Gooder 2016, 41).

Heidegger (1996, 10-11) addressed the question of the ‘sense of being’ using the word
Dasein as a ‘philosophical expression for what is distinctive of humanity’(Haugeland 2013,
77). Dasein in German normally means ‘being there or existing’, but Heidegger used it for
the human ‘mode of being’(Kaufmann 2017, 181). Dasein exists ‘only in being lived by
humans as their way of life’, but his manner of life must ‘embody some understanding
of being’ otherwise they would not be human (Haugeland 2013, 146). This invisible
part remains perpetual, whether that is described as the ‘me-ness’, soul or Dasein, the
‘who is what maintains itself in the changes through its modes of behaviour’ (Heidegger
1996, 108).

The concept of ‘being’ has perhaps changed with the advent of the digital, which has
produced a new type of self, described as the ‘hyper personal self’ where the internet
permits the person to create their online personality in a different context from their
‘real identity’ or to ‘construct something in between as a mixture of a genuine and ima-
gined self (Gackenbach and Bown 2017, 47). Although technology has blurred the bound-
aries between self and role (Turkle 1995, 192), virtual participants are not just viewers on
‘screen’ but are encapsulated in the environment (Helland 2013, 34), and it constitutes
part of the meaning of being human (Schmidt 2020, 60).

The internet is a sphere where although ‘the body becomes secondary’ and the soul
free to engage (H. A. Campbell 2003, 195), the person remains embodied, but this embo-
diment changes the ‘way people experience the world’ (H. A. Campbell and Dyer 2021, 5).
Embodiment has been defined as ‘a way of inhabiting the world as well as the source of
personhood, self, and subjectivity, and the precondition of intersubjectivity’ (Radde-
Antweiler 2021, 105). Merleau-Ponty (2012, 84) describes the body ‘as the vehicle of
being in the world’ similar to Moltmann-Wendel’s (1994, 86) description of the body ‘as
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the medium for experiencing the world'. Lagerkvist (2019, 83) suggests ‘online spaces
where digital existence finds itself are not at all disembodied, but in fact give rise to
complex vulnerabilities that confound traditional binaries between mind and machine,
or body and text’. This raises the question whether the digital experience is the same
as the onsite one, although the body is present, not all the body senses can be utilised.

Schmidt (2020, 15) suggests that these digital interactions lack ‘bodily-ness’ as not all
the body parts are engaged in the process, similar to the point Dawn (2020, 177) raises
that being online is like being part of an audience rather than a participant. This could
be true in relation to services streamed to sites like YouTube, but then even onsite
people come for various reasons, not always to participate. Dawn (2020, 180) also high-
lights the danger of recording services on phones while present, to capture the
moment for later viewing suggesting ‘we can’t be present in two places at once online
and offline paying equal attention’.

Although technology has blurred the boundaries between self and role (Turkle 1995,
192), virtual participants are not just viewers on ‘screen’ but are encapsulated in the
environment, (Helland 2013, 34), and it constitutes part of the meaning of being
human (Schmidt 2020, 60).

Although Spadaro (2014, 74) suggests that online cannot be a ‘substitute for the
real, tangible and concrete experience of Christian community’. This is supported by
Kim’s (2020, 77) view that the church needs to gather in ‘real time and in real space
as real people’ as this is the only way to embody the reality of being God's people’.
Giese and Ronald (2020, 364) offer an alternative view in that ‘humans are embodied
souls, and the use of the internet makes them disembodied and this is not what God
intended’. There are differences in the two experiences, you cannot smell the incense
(or even the church flowers) through the digital experience but as Phillips suggests
that although physical presence seems to be the best way it's not the only way
(Woods 2015).

How fellowship is experienced within CSS

Russell (1993, 42) highlights this community of faith is those ‘that are called from bondage
to freedom’ to ‘sense of identity founded on a common bond with God and to ‘twin voca-
tions of worship and participation’ in God's redemptive plan. This journey as Bonhoeffer
(1962, 137) highlights requires faith in God and the community, a journey shared with
those around the table, a journey of faith but also a struggle for ‘mending and liberation
of creation’(Russell 1993, 42). King (2010, 133) used the term the ‘beloved community’,
initially coined by the philosopher-theologian Josiah Royce, but it was King who took
the term and identified it as ‘the realisation of divine love in lived social relation’
(Marsh 2006, 2, 207-210).

For King, the beloved community was his focus and he wanted it in spirit and mind, but
as he would often say ‘eleven o’clock on a Sunday morning is the most segregated time in
America’ (Baldwin 2008, 27). Today, the argument would be the church is not segregated
ethnically, but denominationally. Russell (1993, 43) states this common table is a ‘commu-
nity of Christ, bought with a price, where everyone is welcome’. The term everyone is
welcome is an oxymoron, because the medium used identifies those that can access or
are welcome, even on the internet there are limitations.
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e (SS Facebook Live Meetings. Not everyone has a Facebook account or uses this medium;
therefore, broadcasts are only available to those who use this platform. It has advantages
like people can watch later and catch up if unavailable at the meeting time.

e (SS Zoom. This requires a reasonable broadband bandwidth and places obstacles for
those who do not have ‘always on’ access, like CSS members in Kenya, who must buy
‘internet bundles’ to join meetings. Meetings can be joined on the phone, but the
quality is limited and there is no access to presentations or videos.

o (CSS Onsite, this is limited to those who live local to Coventry and while all are welcome,
not all can access.

There will always be those who are excluded because of safeguarding requirements or
concerns or legally prohibited from access to technology. With members across the
various time zones, there is always someone who is excluded unless they join during
the middle of the night. However, to address this inequality, the 24/7 prayer gathering
allowed opportunities for individuals to lead at a convenient time to them.

Volf (1998, 14) highlights that just as a consumer has many choices when making a pur-
chase, so one can also ‘choose between the religious offerings of various churches’ and
this choice has grown due to the pandemic with the choice not just being local, but
worldwide via digital technology, but does CSS meet the criteria of being a real ekklésia?

The difficulty is there is no real definition of the word church or the criteria for a ‘real’ or
‘true’ one. Jesus identifies Peter as the initial leader, the ‘rock’ on which the church would
be built (Mt. 16:18), but beyond that, there are no real instructions as to what the ministry
would look like. A church would need to consist of a minimum of two people (Mt. 18.20)
and its role is to make disciples, baptise people and share Jesus' teaching (Mt. 28.18-20;
Lk. 24.45-49, Acts 1.8). The first theological definition of church came in the fifth century
from Isidore of Pelusium; ‘the assembly of saints joined together by correct faith and an
excellent manner of life’(McGrath 2016, 356). This provides a foundation to build on;
however, raises issues on who defines the right faith or correct manner of life?

In CSS people are from all over the world so it would be challenging to identify their
‘manner of life’ outside the CSS world.

The Greek word ‘ekklésia’ is often used to describe the church, but as Hans Kiing (1992,
79-87) outlines, the original meaning of the word was the assembly of ‘those who have
been called out’(Dulles 2013, 114-115). It was a political or civic meeting, and the people
present were only the ekklesia at that time and place, they were not the ekklésia in
between gatherings. The difference between this meaning and the church is evident,
but the Christian community developed this word to make its claim ‘as the true congre-
gation of God, the true community of God, the true eschatological people of God’ (Kiing
1992, 83).

Russell (1993, 93) offers a different viewpoint concerning the functional usage of the
word ekklésia as a description of the ‘totality’ of Christians living in a common location
alongside the universal organisation all believers belong to. She highlights these commu-
nities are defined by the presence of Christ and proclamation of the gospel. Volf (1998,
136) states that Matthew 18.20 is not only the foundation ‘for determining what
church is but for how it manifests itself externally as a church’, which is described as ‘a
visible assembly of visible persons at a specific place for specific action’ (Volf 1998,
137). Bock and Armstrong (2021, 206) describe the church ‘as the visible reality of the
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Kingdom of God on earth now’. Kiing (1992, 34) speaks about ‘a visible church of human
beings’, a real church has to consist of real people and not invisible ones.

How does CSS point other people to Jesus through its activities

In his study, Barth had a copy of Grunewald'’s ‘Crucifixion scene’ from the Isenheim Altar
(Tietz 2021, 122). It shows a long finger pointing to Christ while holding the scriptures. For
Barth (1936, 126), the outcome of Christian witness and mission has to be that it points to
Jesus and the online church would need to emulate this.

Moltmann (1977, 66) is quite clear that ‘without Christ, no church’, the church needs to
believe in Jesus and this a clear factor in a definition of the church, it requires ‘the stamp’
of Christ on it.

As church history demonstrates the church does not remain static (Ward 2013, 1), it
changes as it develops, affected by social, economic and cultural change (Ward 2013,
23). Ward (2013, 2) suggests ‘we need to move from seeing the church as a gathering
of people meeting in one place, that is a congregation to a notion of church as a series
of relationships and communications’.

While there is no agreement in a rigid definition of Church, two factors stand out, there
needs to be a community (whether in a static location or not) and the visible presence of
Christ within that community. | would argue CSS meets the criteria expected of a church,
as they are a community gathering in Jesus’ name and sharing the gospel message, but
how does CSS point to Jesus?

Hans Kiing (1992, 24) highlights that the church needs to live in the present not the past,
it needs constant change to fulfil the Missio Dei and ‘it becomes an ‘ekklésia’ by the fact of a
repeated concrete event, people coming together and congregating, in particular congre-
gating for the purpose of worshipping God' (Kiing 1992, 84). Barth (1954, 62-77) outlines his
seven criteria for a ‘real’ church. An important word that runs through Barth's (1954, 68,76)
(and others) ecclesiology is visibility, the church needs to be active disciples sharing the
gospel message. It is an interesting question as to whether an ‘unreal community’ could
still point to Jesus, the Barthian answer would be no. The real church is not seen
because of human inactivity, bureaucracy and denominational restrictions (Barth 1954,
76). However, | wouldn't accept that view, as God can use both the real and unreal commu-
nity to accomplish his purposes. This is demonstrated throughout the Bible for example
Pharoah, Babylonians and Roman authorities. If we say God only uses a ‘real community’
to point to Jesus, then we are potentially limiting the omnipotence of God.

In 2023, CSS used the Eido Research’s ‘Fruitfulness Framework’ to measure ‘the impact
of your Fresh Expression Community (FXC) on the lives of participants’. A Fresh Expression
Community could be described ‘a form of church for our changing culture, established
primarily for the benefit of those who are not yet part of any church’ (Beck and Rosario
2021, 16).

Fifty of CSS regular attendees were invited to complete the FXC survey, which asked
questions about five main dimensions of participants’ lives: relationship with God, relation-
ship with self, relationship with other FXC members, relationship with the FXC's vision and
relationship with their local context. Twenty-eight attendees engaged in the process. The
results compared how the individual has developed since engaging with the CSS.

The overall scores for the five dimensions indicated.
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e With God the impact increased from 66% to 70%

» With self the impact increased from 61% to 69%

e With other FXC members, the impact increased from 48% to 60%
e With the FXC vision God, the impact increased from 42% to 53%
o With the local context the impact increased from 35% to 47%

There were forty two questions, but the following sample outlines how CSS points our
members to Jesus:

o Frequency of Prayer: Prior to CSS 89% prayed daily and 4% weekly, but after engaging
with CSS those 4% started to pray daily and there was an increase from those that
rarely prayed to starting to pray monthly.

» Frequency of reading the Bible: Prior to CSS 43% read daily, 46% weekly and 11% less,
but after engaging with CSS, it increased to 50% daily, 43% weekly 43 and 4% less often.

o Frequency of seeing the difference God has made in their life: Prior to CSS 39% almost
always 57% frequently and 4% rarely, after engagement with CSS, this changed to 64%
almost always, 32% frequently and rarely remained the same.

o They were asked to what extent they agreed with the statement ‘l want other people in
my group to grow and take leadership roles”: Prior to CSS 11% strongly agree, 54%
agree, 29% unsure and 7% disagreed. Following engagement with CSS, this changed
to 50% strongly agree, 46% agree and 4% unsure.

o Frequency of meaningful conversations with the members: Prior to engagement with
CSS 57% weekly, 7% monthly, 32% less often and 4% never. After engagement with
CSS, this changed to 29% daily 43% weekly and 14% monthly and 14% less often.

e They were asked to what extent they agreed with the statement ‘I want to tell others
about the positive difference that God is making in my life": Prior to CSS 18% strongly
agree, 61% agree, 21% unsure. Through engagement with CSS this changed to 43%
strongly agree, 46% agree and 11% unsure.

These results demonstrate the impact that fellowship had on people’s spiritual lives
around the CSS table, and it has enabled their relationship with God to grow. The frame-
work also provided an opportunity for participants to comment on their engagement
with CSS.

e The group has made a positive impact on me. | enjoy the online interaction and
encouragement. Finding CSS online by chance has been a delightful experience.

e | have been impressed, indeed amazed at the skills and knowledge of members of
Coffee Shop Sunday. | have improved my own leadership skills.

e People to confide in away from our own situations and supported by prayer. It helps
make us aware of other cultures/situations/illnesses/ aspects of life from around the
world and makes it more personnel knowing people from all over the country and
world, helping us to gleam a new insight into these different aspects. Also, the teaching
is great and helps develop/ support our faith.

o Widened fellowship across the world, broader vision of how God is at work new music,
new faces and new expressions. Friendship across different platforms.

¢ It has strengthened my faith in Jesus.



PRACTICAL THEOLOGY e 9

Conclusion

Kiing (1992, 4) highlights that the word church has a varied meaning which has changed
over the centuries and that an individual’s concept of church is influenced by their culture,
theological background and place in history and there is a danger the church can
‘become a prisoner of the image it has made for itself’. The coronavirus lockdowns chal-
lenged churches to examine their engagement methods, with many like CSS going online
into a space they could flourish and develop as a ‘real visible church’(Barth 1954, 73). Barth
(1954, 73) said, ‘God so loved’ - not the Christian, But ... ‘the world’, and as Jesus is the
light of the world, (Jn 8.12) so his followers should reflect this (Mt 5.14). For Barth
(1962, 768), the Christian exists for this telling, building on the foundation of the relation-
ship with God and CSS reflects this existence.

The coronavirus pandemic provided many challenges for the universal churches both
operationally and theologically, especially around the requirement for physical meetings.
Karkkainen (2021, 80) describes ‘the character of church as tangible, as local, as gathering'.
However, we now live in a digital world (Phillips 2020, 249) and the church is no longer
‘local’ it is worldwide, during the pandemic people from other continents have joined
Zoom meetings, Facebook Live and YouTube services either through choice, publicity,
Google searches or historical links. CSS are gathering not as the early church would
have understood gathering, but they are meeting together to encourage one another.
Estes (2009, 18) identifies the twenty-first century church is beginning to ‘be different
not in style, venue or feel or volume, but in the world, it exists’. CSS offers the church
an opportunity to further the great commission, to be God’s community in a sinful
world and to spread the gospel message (Kurlberg 2020, 10).

Couldry and Hepp (2016, 84) argue that online communications are not a ‘supplement
to face to face conversations’ but a basic way to ‘encounter and get to know people’. It
can also be a safe way to engage with people, as if you are uncomfortable there is the
off switch or exit that particular app, unlike onsite where it might be difficult to extract
oneself from the situation.

Online church is a method of doing authentic church, but it is one way of a multifaced
approach to worship. In the UK internet access according to the Statista website is around
97%, which is where most CSS members live, but for our Kenyan members digital poverty
is a key issue. They must buy expensive internet bundles to access digital meetings, while
on a low wage.

The use of technology can be difficult, when for various reasons it does not work,
perhaps due to unexpected software updates, restricted bandwidth or electricity issues.
The live streaming of church services for those who cannot attend for a variety of
reasons has its own challenge. Aside from the cost it needs competent people onsite
to operate the technology, from experience, this can be a challenge as church resources
are often drawn from an older generation.

There could be obstacles in building relationships, although in CSS that has not been
the case, but it could be dependent on the platforms used. As | have highlighted there is a
difference between attending worship as a participant rather than just being in the audi-
ence. This can be influenced by the platform used as if a person attends church online
through YouTube and does not comment or offer their details, then they remain anon-
ymous, they can worship in community, but they do not build community, they remain
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an individual isolated from their fellow believers (Bock and Armstrong 2021, 131). Sherry
Turkle (1995, 256) askes the question whether is the ‘login self’, the same as the physical
self, logging into the program? This restricts their growth as a disciple and deepening
their relationship with God. As Turkle (1995, 177) identifies the internet enlarges our
world, but the danger is it can ‘narrow our exposure to ideas’ as we can remain within
our comfort zone (Bock and Armstrong 2021, 138).

Although Giese and Ronald (2020, 366) would describe the words ‘online church’ as an
‘oxymoron’ as the church can never be what God envisaged it to be in a virtual arena, but
if we follow the simple definition of Jesus, who did not give any precise instructions, just
two conditions that two or three are gathered and he will be there. CSS encompasses Rus-
sell's model of table fellowship where all are welcome, as Jesus indicated he will be
present at the table if invited (Rev 3.20).

The spiritual activity in CSS is not ‘an extraordinary engagement but an ordinary
engagement in an extraordinary environment’ (Helland 2013, 37). When CSS gathers
Jesus is there and the Spirit is present, no different from a physical gathering, and if
Christ is there it is a church.

It is through these connections that others are engaged with, as one member recently
wrote ‘I'm new to Coffee Shop Sunday. X told me about the group. What an answer to
prayer!” CSS provides a good model of how the internet can be used to develop and
encourage fellowship and connection around the ‘common table’ where all are
welcome, as ‘it is spread by God and hosted by Christ’ (Russell 1993, 43), a ministry
that points to Jesus.
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