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Abstract

The rapid expansion of digital technologies has reshaped many aspects of contemporary
Christian worship, especially the way preaching is delivered and how ecclesial presence is
experienced within online church spaces. This literature review offers a critical and integrative
synthesis of recent scholarship on digital preaching, digital religion and online ecclesial
practice. Whereas earlier studies on digital church tended to focus on technological adaptation
and patterns of online participation, recent research moves beyond functional concerns to
engage the theological, pastoral and ecclesiological implications of worship communities. This
review engages ongoing debates in practical theology and homiletics regarding embodiment,
authenticity, pastoral authority and congregational engagement in digital worship. As
preaching increasingly shifts from the physical pulpit to digital platforms, traditional
understandings of proclamation, pastoral identity and relational presence are reconsidered.
Rather than signalling a decline in the relevance of pastoral ministry, the literature suggests
that digital preaching reshapes pastoral functions within hybrid and virtual ecclesial
environments. Drawing on interdisciplinary contributions from practical theology, homiletics
and digital religion studies, the review highlights key emerging themes, such as mediated
presence, reimagined ecclesial space and evolving nature of pastoral ministry in a digital age.
It argues that the online church should not be viewed as a substitute for embodied worship,
but as a reconfigured ecclesial context in which preaching and pastoral care are renegotiated.
In doing so, the review contributes to contemporary theological discourse by offering a
nuanced synthesis of scholarship on digital preaching and its implications for pastoral roles
and ecclesial presence in digital church settings.

Keywords: digital preaching; digital religion; ecclesial presence; homiletics; online church.
Introduction

The digital transformation of Christian worship has increasingly shaped contemporary
ecclesial practice across the global church. Developments in digital technologies, alongside
the widespread use of livestreaming platforms, social media and virtual communication tools,
have altered the way worship is conducted, sermons are delivered, and pastors relate to their
congregations across different denominational traditions (Campbell, 2021; Hutchings, 2021).
Scholarship in the field of digital religion suggests that online and hybrid worship models have
broadened the spatial and relational boundaries of the church, allowing new forms of mediated
participation, community formation and ecclesial interaction that move beyond physical and
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geographical constraints (Phillips, 2020; Ward, 2022). In this shifting digital context, preaching
has progressively moved from the conventional pulpit to digital platforms, making online
proclamation a central feature of the contemporary church and raising important theological
questions about ecclesial presence, pastoral authority and ministerial authenticity in
technologically mediated worship settings (Campbell, 2021; Hutchings, 2021).

From a practical theological standpoint, preaching cannot be reduced to a mere act of
communication; instead, it is a theological and ecclesial practice deeply embedded in
communal formation, liturgical expression and pastoral identity. Contemporary practical
theology underscores the need to interpret ministerial practices within their broader
sociocultural and technological environments, especially in an age defined by rapid
digitalisation (Osmer, 2021; Ward, 2022). Therefore, the transition from embodied, physically
gathered worship to digitally mediated proclamation calls for renewed theological reflection on
how pastoral roles, authority, and ecclesial presence are being reconstructed within online and
hybrid church contexts. Emerging global studies increasingly indicate that digital preaching
does not displace traditional ministry but, instead, reshapes pastoral vocation through new
forms of mediated presence, relational interaction and digitally facilitated pastoral care
(Phillips, 2020; Campbell, 2021).

In the Global South, and especially in African ecclesial contexts, the digital turn in ministry
presents both opportunities and complex challenges related to access, contextual theology
and pastoral praxis. Research on the digital church in Africa emphasises the importance of
contextually grounded ministry approaches that account for socio-economic inequalities,
digital divides and culturally embedded expressions of worship (Kgatle, 2020; Niemandt,
2021). The rapid shift to online worship during and after the Covid-19 pandemic accelerated
the integration of digital preaching in many African churches, requiring pastors to rethink
homiletical methods, pastoral care practices and modes of ecclesial engagement within
technologically mediated environments (Kgatle, 2020).

In the South African context, the shift towards online and hybrid forms of church has had a
noticeable impact on pastoral roles, ecclesial presence and homiletical practice. South African
practical theological studies suggest that digital worship spaces have extended the reach of
ministry while simultaneously challenging traditional notions of embodiment, community and
pastoral authority (Oliver, 2022; Baloyi & Pali, 2023). In this regard, digital preaching has
become a vital pastoral practice through which ministers navigate questions of theological
authenticity, relational presence and contextually relevant ministry in digitally diverse
congregations. As a result, any meaningful examination of pastoral role reconfiguration in the
online church must be located within both the broader global discourse on digital religion and
the specific ecclesial realities of the South African context.

Against this background, this literature review critically engages recent international and South
African scholarship on digital preaching and the online church, with a particular focus on the
way digitally mediated worship reshapes pastoral roles, ecclesial presence and homiletical
practice. Framed within practical theology, the review draws on interdisciplinary insights from
digital religion, homiletics and contextual ecclesiology to trace key scholarly debates, identify
emerging thematic patterns and highlight gaps in existing research on pastoral ministry within
digitally mediated ecclesial environments. This article’s thesis thus argues that digital
preaching reconfigures pastoral authority and ecclesial presence by creating new forms of
mediated relational engagement within hybrid church contexts.

Background
The rapid growth of digital technologies has profoundly influenced the ways in which religion
is communicated, practised and experienced in the twenty-first century. Across the global

church, digital platforms have become integral to worship, preaching and community
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engagement, as believers increasingly access spiritual content through livestreaming, social
media and various digital applications. Contemporary research shows that religious
participation is increasingly mediated through digital media, with online sermons, virtual
services and interactive faith communities shaping spiritual formation and theological
engagement in new ways (Chen et al., 2025). This development signals a gradual shift from
geographically located congregations towards digital networked ecclesial communities that
transcend physical boundaries. This shift reflects a movement away from strictly place-based
congregations toward digitally connected ecclesial communities that extend beyond physical
boundaries. Although such developments broaden access to worship and increase
opportunities for participation, they also raise questions about the quality of relational bonds
within congregational life. Face-to-face gatherings have historically played a vital role in
nurturing interpersonal relationships, shared liturgical experiences, and informal fellowship, all
of which contribute to a sense of communal identity among believers. By comparison,
participation mediated through digital platforms may constrain spontaneous interaction and
the depth of relational engagement. Nevertheless, emerging scholars in digital ecclesiology
argue that hybrid expressions of church—combining both online and embodied practices—
offer a constructive way forward by preserving relational cohesion while simultaneously
extending the reach of ecclesial life (Campbell &Hutchings, 2021).

The emergence and consolidation of the online church have been further accelerated by
technological progress and major sociohistorical events, especially the COVID-19 pandemic.
During this period, churches across the world were compelled to transition from in-person
gatherings to digitally mediated worship to sustain liturgical life and communal continuity.
Scholars note that what initially began as a crisis response has, in many cases, become a
sustained and normalised mode of ecclesial practice, with online worship now embedded in
the rhythm of church life (Oliver, 2022). As a result, digital preaching has shifted from being a
supplementary tool to a central ministerial practice, reshaping how sermons are
communicated, received and interpreted within virtual worship environments.

In this evolving digital ecclesial landscape, online churches increasingly mirror and extend
traditional church practices into virtual spaces. Pastors preach, lead services and offer
pastoral care through livestream platforms and digital communication tools, while congregants
participate through comments, chats and shared online interactions. These digitally mediated
environments foster forms of fellowship and communal engagement that, although physically
distanced, still nurture a sense of belonging and a shared faith experience (Tsuria & Campbell,
2021; Mamman-Muhammad, 2022). The use of livestreaming, social media and interactive
technologies has, therefore, expanded the reach of pastoral ministry, enabling ministers to
engage broader and more diverse audiences while maintaining elements of ecclesial structure
and liturgical continuity (Simorangkir et al., 2025).

In many regions, including African contexts, digital pastoral ministry has increasingly become
an essential means of outreach, discipleship and spiritual formation. Within the African
ecclesial landscape, many churches have established well-developed digital and hybrid
worship practices. In the South African context, Rhema Bible Church in Johannesburg
provides a clear example of this shift, offering livestreamed services that enable congregants
to participate remotely while maintaining in-person worship. This model illustrates how digital
platforms can function as an extension of conventional congregational structures, rather than
a replacement.

A similar pattern is evident in Nigeria through The Redeemed Christian Church of God
(RCCG), which has embraced a multi-platform digital presence. Its various online branches,
including initiatives such as RCCG Jesus Place Online, host virtual prayer gatherings, Bible
study sessions, and streamed services designed for a geographically dispersed audience.
Moreover, RCCG congregations in South Africa also utilise livestreaming technologies,
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allowing participants from different locations to engage in worship beyond the confines of
physical church spaces.

Studies suggest that digital technologies enhance access to worship and pastoral care,
especially for individuals who face barriers to attending physical services because of health,
mobility or socio-economic constraints (Simorangkir et al.,, 2025). Furthermore, the
asynchronous nature of digital worship allows sermons and services to be revisited, shared
across networks and adapted to diverse congregational needs, thereby extending the
missional presence of the church beyond traditional settings (Musonda, 2022). Empirical
research also indicates a steady rise in online church participation, reflecting changing worship
patterns and the growing normalisation of virtual religious engagement (Bwire et al., 2024).

From a theological and ecclesiological perspective, the digital turn in worship raises significant
questions about ecclesial presence, authority and pastoral identity. The mediatisation theory
suggests that digital media reshape traditional structures of religious authority by enabling
more direct, interactive communication between pastors and congregants, thereby influencing
how leadership and spiritual influence are perceived and exercised (Tsuria & Campbell, 2021).
As ministers increasingly engage in digital preaching, online pastoral care and virtual
discipleship, their roles extend beyond conventional liturgical leadership to include content
creation, online community facilitation and digitally mediated spiritual guidance. This shift
challenges long-standing assumptions about embodied worship and sacramental presence,
prompting deeper theological reflection on what it means to be “church” within digitally
mediated spaces.

At the same time, the notion of ecclesial presence is being reinterpreted as churches navigate
the tension between physical embodiment and virtual participation. While digital platforms
promote inclusivity and broaden access to worship, scholars continue to question the extent
to which authentic communal and sacramental experiences can be fully mediated through
technology (Oliver, 2022). The digitalisation of ecclesial practice has also altered
communication dynamics in congregations, sometimes creating more mediated and
structured forms of engagement, while also encouraging participatory and interactive
expressions of ministry (Tsuria & Campbell, 2021).

Consequently, pastoral roles in the online church are undergoing a notable transformation.
Rather than operating solely within the confines of a physical pulpit and local congregation,
pastors increasingly serve as digital shepherds who lead dispersed communities through
online preaching, virtual counselling and digital discipleship. While technology enables
broader ministerial reach and continuous engagement with congregants, it also requires new
competencies in digital literacy, media communication and online relational presence
(Musonda, 2022). This ongoing development suggests that digital preaching does not render
pastoral ministry obsolete; instead, it reshapes and expands pastoral vocation within hybrid
and virtual ecclesial contexts.

Despite the growing prominence of digital preaching and online ecclesial presence, there
remains a pressing need for sustained theological and empirical investigation into the way
pastoral identity, authority and relational presence are being reconstructed in digitally
mediated environments. Existing scholarship recognises the opportunities associated with
digital ministry, especially in enhancing accessibility and engagement, but also highlights
persistent challenges related to authenticity, embodiment and communal belonging in online
worship spaces (Oliver, 2022; Simorangkir et al., 2025). In light of these developments, this
study seeks to explore how digital preaching and ecclesial presence are reimagining pastoral
roles in the online church, especially in a context where digital religion is becoming an enduring
and influential dimension of contemporary Christian practice.

Literature Review
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Digital ecclesiology reveals limited consensus on the theological status of online church, with
scholars divided on whether digitally mediated worship constitutes a fully authentic form of
ecclesial gathering (Campbell, 2012). Some argue that online platforms enable meaningful
participation and sustained Christian community beyond physical proximity, thereby extending
the boundaries of church life (Thumma & Travis, 2007). Others maintain that the church is
inherently embodied, grounded in sacramental practice and physical co-presence, which
online environments cannot fully replicate (Campbell, 2012).

A parallel debate concerns pastoral authority in digital spaces. One position suggests authority
is increasingly decentralised and shaped by visibility, engagement metrics, and algorithmic
amplification within online platforms (Campbell, 2012). In this model, influence is tied more to
digital presence than institutional office. In contrast, another perspective insists that pastoral
authority remains rooted in ordination, ecclesial accountability, and embodied relational
practice within local congregations (Thumma & Travis, 2007).

Between these positions, hybrid models propose that pastoral authority is being reconfigured
rather than displaced, requiring ministers to navigate both institutional structures and digital
environments (Campbell, 2012). This ongoing debate reflects deeper tensions concerning
presence, mediation, and the nature of the church in digitally saturated contexts (Garner,
2012).

This study adopts a narrative literature review design to examine scholarly work on digital
preaching and online ecclesiology published between 2015 and 2025. Relevant literature was
retrieved from established academic databases such as Google Scholar, JSTOR, Scopus,
and EBSCOhost, with additional focused searches conducted in the ATLA Religion Database
to capture theology-specific sources.

The selection of literature followed clearly defined criteria. Included materials consisted of
peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly monographs, and edited book chapters that address
themes related to digital religion, online worship, mediated ecclesiology, and digital preaching
practices. Only English-language publications within the 2015-2025 period were considered,
and studies were required to demonstrate theoretical, empirical, or methodological
engagement with digital or hybrid church contexts. Sources excluded from the review included
non-peer-reviewed writings, opinion-based commentary lacking academic rigour, and works
falling outside the designated time frame.

The analysis incorporates diverse categories of scholarship, including empirical sociological
research on faith communities, theological and ecclesiological reflections, and interdisciplinary
studies within digital religion. This broad evidential base enables a layered interpretation of
how digital mediation is transforming preaching practices, reshaping ecclesial presence, and
influencing contemporary understandings of church life.

A growing body of scholarship in digital ecclesiology highlights significant points of
disagreement regarding the nature of church, presence, and authority in digitally mediated
contexts. One central debate concern whether authentic ecclesial life is dependent on
embodied, physical gathering or whether relational and communicative presence facilitated
through digital technologies can constitute a valid expression of “being church” (Heidi
Campbell, 2021; Tim Hutchings, 2021). Some scholars maintain that sacramental practices,
communal embodiment, and physical co-presence remain essential to ecclesial identity, thus
positioning online worship as supplementary rather than constitutive (Pete Ward, 2022). In
contrast, others argue that digital environments enable meaningful forms of participation,
belonging, and spiritual formation, thereby expanding ecclesial possibilities beyond traditional
spatial constraints (Campbell, 2021). Closely related to this tension are evolving models of
pastoral authority in online spaces. Conventional forms of authority, grounded in ordination,

5


https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r02/___http:/www.pharosjot.com___.YzJlOnVuaXNhbW9iaWxlOmM6b2ZmaWNlMzY1X2VtYWlsc19hdHRhY2htZW50OmNjODM5ZTA3NjE4MDFhMTg5YTYzNmY1ZDVlMDhiZWJjOjc6MjVjZjoyYWMxZGM4MDUyOGQ3MWFlM2MzOWQ4ZmIyMTVlYjJjOWJmZGY2NzMwMDAyMjI1ZGQ3ZGZmZjQyODVjMjYxNjI2OnA6VDpO

@ @ @ Pharos Journal of Theology ISSN 2414-3324 online Volume 107 (3) Regular Issue (2026)
~aarw  Copyright: ©2026 Open Access/Author/s - Online @ http//: www.pharosjot.com

institutional hierarchy, and localised leadership, are increasingly complemented by networked
and participatory dynamics shaped by digital interaction (Hutchings, 2021). In such contexts,
pastoral authority is often mediated through visibility, communicative engagement, and
audience responsiveness, giving rise to more relational and performative expressions of
leadership (Ward, 2022). At the same time, hybrid models are emerging in which traditional
ecclesial authority is retained but exercised across both embodied and digital domains
(Campbell, 2021; Hutchings, 2021). These developments suggest that pastoral authority is not
diminished in digital contexts but reconfigured, requiring ongoing theological reflection on
issues of legitimacy, accountability, and the nature of spiritual leadership in a digitally mediated
age.

Digital religion and the transformation of ecclesial practice

The digitalisation of religion has emerged as a defining characteristic of contemporary
Christianity. Scholarship on digital religion shows that technological mediation has shifted
religious communication, authority and participation from exclusively embodied gatherings to
hybrid and online environments (Campbell, 2021; Moberg & Crni¢, 2024). The Covid-19
pandemic accelerated this transformation, compelling churches globally to adopt livestreamed
worship, digital preaching and virtual pastoral care as normative practices rather than
temporary adaptations (Kgatle, 2021; Oliver, 2022).

Digital platforms now serve as mediated sacred spaces in which proclamation, ritual
participation and communal interaction occur through screens and digital interfaces (Chen et
al., 2025). Rather than signalling secularisation, research suggests that digital technologies
reconfigure how faith is expressed and experienced, thereby reshaping ecclesial structures
and patterns of religious engagement (Phillips, 2020). This shift demands renewed theological
reflection on ecclesial identity and pastoral vocation in technologically mediated contexts.

Digital preaching as homiletical reconfiguration

In contemporary homiletics, digital preaching is increasingly conceptualised as a
reconfiguration of proclamation rather than a simple technological extension of the pulpit.
Scholars argue that online preaching introduces new communicative dynamics, including
interactivity, visual mediation, asynchronous engagement and algorithm-driven visibility
(Ward, 2022; Chen et al., 2025). The sermon becomes both a theological discourse and digital
content shaped by platform logics and audience analytics.

Hutchings (2021) contends that digitally mediated preaching alters the preacher—congregation
relationship by decentralising physical co-presence and redistributing forms of participation.
Similarly, Campbell (2021) highlights that digital religion fosters networked religious presence,
where authority and engagement are negotiated through interactive digital communication.

In the South African context, digital preaching enabled ecclesial continuity during the
pandemic restrictions, demonstrating both adaptive resilience and theological innovation
(Kgatle, 2021). However, although studies document technological adoption, fewer analyses
interrogate how digital mediation reshapes pastoral identity and homiletical authority in hybrid
ecclesial models.

Ecclesial presence and mediated worship

A central theological concern in digital religion scholarship relates to the nature of ecclesial
presence in online worship. Traditional ecclesiology privileges embodied gathering as
constitutive of church identity. By contrast, digital ecclesiology proposes that presence may be
relational and communicative rather than exclusively spatial (Moberg & Crnig, 2024).
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Empirical studies indicate that online worship can sustain communal belonging and spiritual
practice, although it may yield different forms of social presence compared to physical
gatherings. Hutchings (2021) argues that digital rituals construct alternative modes of
participation, thereby challenging the assumption that physical co-presence is the sole marker
of authentic worship.

In South Africa, the transition to online worship expanded accessibility but simultaneously
exposed technological inequalities and generational divides (Oliver, 2022). These contextual
dynamics complicate theological claims about authenticity and embodiment in mediated
worship spaces.

Reconfiguration of pastoral roles and authority

Contemporary literature consistently emphasises transformation rather than decline in
pastoral ministry in digital contexts. Pastors increasingly operate as digital liturgical leaders,
content creators and facilitators of online community engagement (Niemandt, 2021; Ward,
2022). This expansion of ministerial responsibilities requires both technological competence
and theological discernment. Digital platforms also reshape pastoral authority. Interactive
features, such as comment threads and livestream chats, introduce participatory dynamics
that challenge traditional hierarchical models of leadership (Campbell, 2021). Rather than
diminishing pastoral relevance, these environments often increase visibility and accessibility
while simultaneously exposing pastors to new forms of scrutiny and performance expectations
(Phillips, 2020).

South African studies highlight how pastors integrated digital counselling, virtual discipleship
and hybrid worship leadership during and after the pandemic (Kgatle, 2021). However,
research that critically examines how these shifts affect pastoral identity, theological self-
understanding and ecclesial presence in sustained digital ministry contexts is limited.

Identified research gap

Although current scholarship provides important insights into digital religion, online worship,
and processes of technological adaptation, the existing research gap remains inadequately
defined. More specifically, there is a shortage of sustained theological engagement with the
ways in which pastoral authority is shaped and enacted within algorithmically structured digital
environments, where factors such as visibility, user engagement, and platform dynamics
influence religious leadership and credibility (Campbell, 2021; Hutchings, 2021). In addition,
the concept of mediated presence has not been sufficiently developed from a theological
perspective, particularly within African and South African contexts, where digital ministry is
embedded in conditions marked by socio-economic disparities, diverse ecclesial traditions,
and contextually grounded theological practices (Kgatle, 2021; Oliver, 2022). Much of the
existing literature tends to emphasise descriptive accounts of digital participation and
technological innovation, while giving comparatively limited attention to the broader
ecclesiological and practical theological implications of digitally mediated preaching for
pastoral identity and authority (Ward, 2022). This study seeks to address this gap by offering
a critical analysis of how digital preaching reshapes pastoral authority and ecclesial presence
within hybrid and online church contexts, with particular emphasis on mediated presence and
digital visibility in African ecclesial settings.

While existing scholarship provides valuable insights into digital religion, online worship and
technological adaptation, significant gaps remain. Much of the literature focuses on
technological innovation or congregational experience, with less sustained theological
analysis of the way digital preaching reshapes pastoral identity, authority and ecclesial
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presence, especially in Global South and South African contexts. There is, therefore, a need
for integrative practical theological research that moves beyond descriptive accounts of digital
adoption to examine how digitally mediated preaching reconfigures homiletical praxis and
pastoral vocation. This study addresses that gap by critically analysing digital preaching and
ecclesial presence as transformative forces within contemporary pastoral ministry.

Theoretical framework

This paper draws on three key theoretical perspectives to analyse the impact of the digital
revolution on pastoral roles: (1) practical theology as lived ecclesial praxis; (2) the digital
religion theory; and (3) ecclesiology and mediated presence. Together, these frameworks
provide a coherent lens for examining how digital preaching reshapes pastoral identity,
authority and ecclesial embodiment within online church. These theoretical perspectives
collectively inform the study’s research questions, which examine how digital preaching
reshapes pastoral authority and how mediated presence is theologically understood within
online and hybrid ecclesial contexts. In doing so, the framework provides an interpretive lens
for analysing the reconfiguration of pastoral identity and ecclesial presence in digitally
mediated environments.

Practical theology as contextual and lived praxis

Practical theology provided the primary interpretive framework for this study. Contemporary
practical theological scholarship emphasises that theology is not abstract reflection but lived,
embodied and contextually embedded practice within faith communities (Ganzevoort, 2019;
Dreyer, 2020). Ministry practices, including preaching, are, therefore, shaped by cultural,
social and technological contexts. Recent scholarship stresses that practical theology must
engage digital transformation as a constitutive dimension of contemporary ecclesial life rather
than a peripheral concern (Kim-Cragg, 2020). The shift to digital preaching represents a
contextual reconfiguration of ministry praxis. From this perspective, the online church is not
an anomaly but a lived expression of ecclesial adaptation in response to technological and
societal shifts. This may be true, but in real life, most or maybe a few adherents of the faith
preferred it.

In the South African context, practical theological reflection has highlighted how Covid-19
accelerated digital migration, forcing pastors to reinterpret preaching, pastoral care and
leadership in technologically mediated spaces (Kgatle, 2021; Oliver, 2022). Thus, practical
theology enables critical analysis of how pastoral roles are reimagined in digitally mediated
worship environments.

Digital religion theory

While Thumma and Travis demonstrate empirically that large-scale congregations sustain
meaningful forms of community and participation despite institutional size, Campbell’s edited
volume—particularly Stephen Garner’s reflections—extends the analysis by showing how
digital mediation further transforms ecclesial presence, authority, and belonging in ways that
require theological as well as sociological interpretation. Thumma & Travis, 2007; Campbell,
2012; Garner, in Campbell, 2012).

The digital religion theory offers conceptual tools for understanding how religious meaning,
authority and identity are negotiated in digital environments. Rather than viewing online
religion as separate from offline practice, scholars argue that digital and physical religious
spheres are increasingly integrated and hybridised (Moberg & Crni¢, 2024).

Research indicates that digital platforms reshape patterns of religious communication and
authority by introducing algorithmic visibility, audience interaction and multimedia mediation
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(Chen et al., 2025). In digital preaching contexts, authority is no longer anchored solely in
institutional position but is also shaped by online engagement, visibility and digital credibility.
The digital religion theory further suggests that mediated worship spaces construct alternative
forms of sacred presence and communal belonging (Li et al., 2024). This perspective is crucial
for analysing how pastoral presence functions when physical co-presence is replaced by
technological mediation.

In African contexts, digital religion scholarship also recognises the tension between
technological innovation and socio-economic digital divides (Nwaomah, 2025). This tension
directly influences how pastoral roles are enacted and experienced in online church settings.

Ecclesiology and mediated presence

Ecclesiology provides the theological framework for interpreting the nature of the church in
digitally mediated environments. Classical ecclesiology emphasises embodiment, gathered
worship and sacramental participation as constitutive elements of church identity. However,
recent scholarship argues that ecclesial presence can be theologically reinterpreted in the light
of digital mediation (Oliver, 2022).

Studies indicate that online worship does not eliminate ecclesial presence but reconfigures it
through mediated participation and hybrid communal structures (Moberg & Crni¢, 2024). This
reconfiguration raises critical theological questions about embodiment, sacramentality and
pastoral oversight in virtual contexts. South African scholarship specifically highlights how
livestreamed worship functioned as an ecclesial bridge during the Covid-19 pandemic
restrictions, thereby preserving communal identity while reshaping pastoral leadership and
authority (Kgatle, 2021). Consequently, mediated presence should be understood not as a
diminishment of church identity but as a contextual theological adaptation.

Exploring the impact of the digital revolution on pastoral roles

The digital revolution has dramatically reshaped nearly every aspect of human life, including
the roles of pastors and spiritual leaders in faith communities. Historically, pastoral ministry
was grounded in physical presence, embodied worship and direct interpersonal engagement
in local congregations. Pastors traditionally served as preachers, counsellors and community
leaders whose authority and relational influence were sustained through face-to-face
interaction and participation in communal worship (Campbell & Garner, 2016).

However, the advent of digital technologies has introduced both challenges and opportunities
that continue to redefine pastoral roles in contemporary ecclesial contexts. The increasing
integration of digital media into religious practice has given rise to what scholars describe as
‘digital religion’, where online platforms mediate spiritual communication, religious authority
and communal identity (Tsuria & Campbell, 2021).

Digital tools for ministry

The digital era has equipped pastors with innovative tools that extend ministry beyond the
physical walls of the church. Social media platforms, livestreaming technologies, podcasts and
mobile applications enable pastors to disseminate sermons, teachings and devotional content
to geographically dispersed audiences. This digital expansion supports what Heidi Campbell
calls ‘networked religion’, where faith communities operate through online networks that
facilitate participation, interaction and spiritual engagement (Campbell & Garner, 2016).

Research indicates that digital platforms enhance evangelism and discipleship by reaching
individuals who may be marginalised from traditional church settings, including those in remote
areas or those exploring faith privately (Hutchings, 2021). Consequently, pastoral ministry is
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no longer confined to a single congregation but increasingly operates within hybrid and global
digital spaces.

Shifts in pastoral communication

Traditionally, pastoral roles emphasised personal and relational communication through home
visits, pastoral counselling and congregational interaction. In the digital age, communication
has shifted significantly towards e-mail correspondence, messaging platforms, video
conferencing and social media engagement. While these digital modes provide immediacy
and convenience, they may reduce the depth of interpersonal connection associated with
embodied presence (Campbell & Tsuria, 2021). Scholars argue that digital mediation
transforms pastoral communication into a more continuous yet less personal form of
engagement, requiring pastors to develop new relational competencies and digital pastoral
skills (Hutchings, 2021). Therefore, pastors should navigate the tension between technological
efficiency and the theological importance of relational presence in ministry by critically
evaluating how digital platforms are used within ecclesial life, ensuring that technological
adoption serves relational and sacramental ends rather than replacing them. This involves
intentionally designing hybrid modes of ministry that sustain pastoral proximity, cultivating
practices of embodied engagement where possible, and exercising ongoing theological
discernment about the limits of mediated interaction in forming Christian community.

Virtual communities and e-churches

The emergence of e-churches and virtual faith communities has further transformed pastoral
responsibilities and ecclesial structures. Online worship services, virtual prayer meetings and
digital Bible study provide alternative spaces for spiritual formation and fellowship. Research
on online congregations shows that virtual communities can foster genuine spiritual belonging
and participation despite the absence of physical co-presence (Thumma & Travis, 2019).
However, this shift also raises ecclesiological concerns about accountability, sacramental
practice and pastoral oversight in digitally mediated worship environments. Pastors in online
churches often assume expanded roles as digital facilitators, content creators and community
moderators, highlighting a reconfiguration rather than a reduction of pastoral vocation.

Increased accessibility and inclusivity

Digital ministry has significantly enhanced accessibility and inclusivity in pastoral care. Online
services enable participation by individuals with disabilities, chronic illnesses, mobility
limitations or demanding work schedules who might otherwise be excluded from physical
gatherings (Hutchings, 2021). Furthermore, digital platforms enable multilingual preaching,
culturally contextualised teachings and global outreach, thereby broadening the church’s
missional engagement. In many contexts, especially in the Global South, digital tools have
become essential for sustaining pastoral ministry and ensuring continuity of worship during
disruptions such as pandemics and social crises (Diaz, 2020). This increased accessibility
underscores the transformative potential of digital technologies in promoting inclusive
ecclesial participation.

Mental health and pastoral burnout

Despite its advantages, the digital revolution has introduced new pressures that affect pastoral
well-being. The expectation of constant online presence, content production and digital
engagement can contribute to emotional exhaustion and burnout among pastors. Research
on digital ministry highlights that the blurring of boundaries between personal and ministerial
life intensifies stress, especially when pastors feel compelled to remain continuously
accessible to their congregants through digital platforms (Naidoo, 2021). The demand to
manage both physical and digital congregations further increases the workload and role
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complexity, necessitating intentional self-care practices and institutional support for
sustainable ministry.

Ethical and theological considerations

The digital transformation of pastoral ministry also raises significant ethical and theological
questions. Issues such as confidentiality in online counselling, data privacy and the spread of
misinformation require pastors to adopt ethical digital practices. In addition, theological
debates have emerged regarding the legitimacy of administering sacraments, such as Holy
Communion, in virtual settings and the implications of mediated worship for ecclesial
embodiment (Campbell & Tsuria, 2021). These concerns reflect broader ecclesiological
discussions about the nature of presence, community and sacred practice in digitally mediated
environments.

Future trajectories

As technology continues to evolve, pastoral roles are likely to undergo further transformation.
Emerging technologies, such as artificial intelligence, virtual reality and augmented reality,
may introduce new forms of digital preaching, immersive worship and pastoral care. Scholars
suggest that future ministry will increasingly adopt hybrid models that integrate both physical
and digital ecclesial presence (Hutchings, 2021). Nevertheless, the core pastoral mission —
spiritual guidance, pastoral care and community formation — remains central despite
technological advancements. Therefore, rather than rendering pastors obsolete, the digital
revolution is reshaping pastoral identity, expanding ministerial reach and redefining ecclesial
presence in a technologically mediated age.

Conclusion

The digital revolution has brought profound changes to pastoral ministry, reshaping how
spiritual leadership, communication and ecclesial presence are understood and practised in
contemporary faith communities. Traditionally, pastoral work was largely rooted in face-to-face
interaction, physical gatherings and embodied forms of relational care. However, the growing
integration of digital technologies has gradually expanded pastoral ministry into hybrid and
fully online spaces that transcend geographical and temporal boundaries. Rather than
rendering pastors obsolete, this shift points to an ongoing redefinition of pastoral identity and
vocation in an increasingly digital religious environment (Campbell & Tsuria, 2021).

The use of digital tools, such as social media, livestreaming platforms and virtual
communication technologies, has enabled pastors to reach wider audiences, nurture online
faith communities and provide more accessible forms of spiritual care. These developments
have enhanced inclusivity, especially for individuals who are unable to participate in traditional
church settings because of distance, health or sociocultural constraints. At the same time, the
growing reliance on digital communication has reshaped pastoral relationships, requiring
ministers to navigate the tension between technological convenience and the theological
significance of relational presence and authentic pastoral engagement (Hutchings, 2021).

Furthermore, the rise of online churches and virtual worship spaces has contributed to new
understandings of ecclesial presence and communal belonging. In these contexts, pastors
increasingly serve as digital shepherds who lead online worship, facilitate discipleship and
offer pastoral counselling to geographically dispersed congregations. However, this transition
also raises complex theological and ethical concerns, including issues related to sacramental
practice, the authenticity of digitally mediated worship, confidentiality in online pastoral care
and the broader mediatisation of religious authority. Such challenges underscore the need to
develop robust theological reflection and ethical guidelines to inform responsible, contextually
grounded digital ministry (Campbell & Garner, 2016).

11


https://protect.checkpoint.com/v2/r02/___http:/www.pharosjot.com___.YzJlOnVuaXNhbW9iaWxlOmM6b2ZmaWNlMzY1X2VtYWlsc19hdHRhY2htZW50OmNjODM5ZTA3NjE4MDFhMTg5YTYzNmY1ZDVlMDhiZWJjOjc6MjVjZjoyYWMxZGM4MDUyOGQ3MWFlM2MzOWQ4ZmIyMTVlYjJjOWJmZGY2NzMwMDAyMjI1ZGQ3ZGZmZjQyODVjMjYxNjI2OnA6VDpO

@ @ @ Pharos Journal of Theology ISSN 2414-3324 online Volume 107 (3) Regular Issue (2026)
~aarw  Copyright: ©2026 Open Access/Author/s - Online @ http//: www.pharosjot.com

In addition, the digitalisation of the ministry has implications for pastoral well-being. Constant
online availability, heightened expectations and the need to manage both physical and digital
congregations can place significant pressure on ministers. Without clear boundaries and
adequate institutional support, pastors may experience increased stress, fatigue and burnout.
Consequently, sustainable engagement in digital ministry requires intentional attention to self-
care, digital competence and supportive organisational structures that enable healthy and
balanced pastoral practice (Naidoo, 2021).

This review has thus contributed to practical theology by demonstrating that digital preaching
should be interpreted not merely as a technological adaptation but as a transformation of
pastoral presence and ecclesial identity in networked religious environments.

Looking to the future, emerging technologies, such as artificial intelligence, virtual reality and
immersive digital worship environments, are likely to further shape pastoral ministry and
ecclesial life. Despite these technological developments, the fundamental calling of pastoral
ministry — offering spiritual guidance, nurturing community and embodying compassionate
care — remains constant. The challenge, therefore, is not to resist digital transformation, but to
engage it critically and theologically so that technology supports rather than undermines
relational and spiritual authenticity. In this sense, the digital revolution can be seen as an
adaptive moment for the church, inviting pastors to reimagine their roles as theologically
grounded leaders who minister faithfully across both physical and digital ecclesial spaces.
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