
Why We Should Long for More than Virtual Church 

In the Jane Austen novel Mansfield Park, Sir Thomas Bertram explains why 
his  son Edmund,  who is  about  to  enter  the Christian ministry,  will  not 
follow the practice, which was common at the time, of residing elsewhere 
while using a vicar for the day-to-day oversight of his parish:  

“a parish has wants and claims which can be known only by a 
clergyman  constantly  resident,  and  which  no  proxy  can  be 
capable of satisfying to the same extent.  Edmund might, in the 
common phrase, do the duty of Thornton, that is, he might read 
prayers  and  preach,  without  giving  up  Mansfield  Park;  he 
might ride over, every Sunday, to a house nominally inhabited, 
and go through divine service; he might be the clergyman of 
Thornton Lacey every seventh day, for three or four hours, if 
that would content him.  But it will not.  He knows that human 
nature needs more lessons than a weekly sermon can convey, 
and that if he does not live among his parishioners and prove 
himself by constant attention their well-wisher and friend, he 
does very little either for their good or his own.”1

As a pastor, I find Sir Thomas’ words to be both inspiring and convicting.  
Of  course,  Austen  was  writing  long  before  the  advent  of  modern 
transportation and communication technologies.   In  her  world,  life  was 
lived on a much smaller scale and at a much slower pace than life today.  
While our technological advances have brought many cultural gains, they 
have  in  some ways  made it  more  difficult  to  carry  out  ministry  in  the 
manner that is described in the above quote.  For all that we have gained, 
some good things have been lost.

 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park, (New York: Penguin, 2011), 228-229.1



We  begin  to  see  the  nature  of  these  losses  when  we  reflect  upon  our 
society’s response to the spread of the Wuhan coronavirus, a response that 
would not have been possible in a pre-internet world.  While we can be 
thankful  that  our  technology  is  making  this  period  of  isolation  more 
tolerable  than  it  might  otherwise  be,  this  same  technology  is  probably 
making  it  easier  for  us  to  regard  face  to  face  contact  with  others  as 
something that is non-essential.  But it is not non-essential.  God created us 
for community and redeemed us for fellowship (Gen. 2:18; Acts 2:42).  

Virtual  community  and  fellowship  is  not  the  same  thing  as  actual 
community  and  fellowship.   Yes,  electronic  media  can  be  useful 
supplements  for  face  to  face  interaction.   And  when  providence  or 
prudence prevents God’s people from being physically present with the 
assembled body of Christ, these media can be helpful tools.  Our church 
will certainly continue to use them as our present crisis continues.  In fact, 
we will probably even expand our use of them once we are able to resume 
public  worship,  since  some of  our  members  should continue to  stay  at 
home.  I hope that this is a blessing to those individuals.  But I also know 
that  electronically  mediated  fellowship  cannot  truly  replace  in  person 
fellowship.  Let me suggest several reasons why we should long for more 
than “virtual church.” 

Virtual Church Is Virtual

One reason why we should long for more than virtual church is because it 
is virtual.  This sense of the term ‘virtual’ came into our vocabulary from 
the field of computing.  Here is how one dictionary defines this word:  “not 
physically existing as such but made by software to appear to do so.”  In 
other words, that which is virtual is not really real.  When a virtual meeting 
is  held through a  computer,  an actual  meeting of  persons is  not  taking 
place.  The participants are not really in each other’s presence.  They are 
looking at computer screens that enable them to see and hear other people 
who  are  looking  at  computer  screens.   While  this  might  seem  rather 
obvious, it can be easy to forget.



Down through the ages human beings have used various tools that make it 
possible for us to communicate with each other when we are physically 
apart.  There is certainly nothing wrong with our doing so.  We should be 
thankful  for  the  various  communication  technologies  that  have  been 
invented over time, from written languages to the telephone to the internet.  
But  we  should  also  ponder  the  fact  that  when  we  look  at  the  New 
Testament,  we  find  numerous  instances  where  the  writers  express  a 
preference for face to face interaction over written communication.  At the 
end of John’s second epistle he writes, “Though I have much to write to 
you, I would rather not use paper and ink.  Instead I hope to come to you 
and talk face to face, so that our joy may be complete.” (2 Jn. 12).  John says 
nearly the same thing at the end of his third epistle (3 Jn. 13-14).  There are 
also multiple occasions when the apostle Paul speaks of his longing to see 
certain believers (Rom. 1:11; 1 Thess. 3:6; 2 Tim. 1:4),  and when he is in 
prison at the end of his life he urges Timothy to come to him soon (2 Tim. 
4:9).  These men said these things even though they were writing under the 
inspiration  of  the  Holy  Spirit.   Even  under  those  extraordinary 
circumstances, written communication was not able to replace face to face 
communication.   Neither  can  connecting  with  each  other  through  our 
electronic media replace being physically present with each other.

Meeting Together Stirs Up Christian Morale

Another  reason  why  we  should  long  for  more  than  virtual  church  is 
because meeting together is something that God uses to stir up Christian 
morale.  Consider these verses from the epistle to the Hebrews:  

“Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, 
for he who promised is faithful.  And let us consider how to stir 
up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet 
together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, 
and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.” (Heb. 10:23–
25 ESV)



The  writer  of  Hebrews  clearly  sees  a  connection  between  our  meeting 
together in person and our being encouraged towards greater faithfulness 
in  the  Christian  life.   The  reason why we need such encouragement  is 
because we are still waiting for the fulfillment of all that God has promised 
us.  Notice that the writer speaks of the confession of our hope.  Hope is 
future-oriented.  It is not easy to persevere in hope amid all of the things 
that can discourage us in this life.  When we assemble for worship together 
with our fellow believers, it helps us keep the big picture in view.  

The flip side of this is that being physically separated from the body of 
Christ  leaves  us  susceptible  to  discouragement.   I  have had to  struggle 
against this while our public worship services have been cancelled.  As a 
pastor, it can be easy for me to begin think that if all I have to offer you is a 
recorded sermon, you would be better served by listening to the recorded 
sermons of preachers who are better than me.  Of course, the thing that 
makes  that  line  of  reasoning  faulty  is  the  fact  that  I  have  a  personal 
relationship and shared history with you.  But this simply underscores the 
importance of living in community with each other.   

In my opinion, it is worth it to find some way to resume public worship as 
soon as we can, even if we have to do so in multiple services with a small 
number  of  people  in  attendance.   We  also  need  to  find  ways  to  stay 
connected with members who are not going to be able to be physically 
present for worship, perhaps for some time.  Electronic media can play a 
role in this.  I will continue to record the sermons and send out the home 
worship guide.  We are also hoping to figure out how to livestream our 
services.  But I think we need to do more than that.  I urge you to call those 
who cannot come to worship and send them handwritten cards and notes.  
Ask them how you can pray for  them,  and tell  them how they can be 
praying for you.



This Crisis Is Exposing the Limits of Human Wisdom  

A third reason why we should long for more than virtual church is because 
this crisis is exposing the limits of the human wisdom that compelled us to 
go virtual in the first place.  One of the things that we repeatedly hear is 
that the measures that are being taken to mitigate the spread of the Wuhan 
coronavirus are founded upon science.  The problem with that assertion is 
that much of this science is lacking in stability or substance.  Consider the 
following:

• There have been multiple instances in this crisis where the 
leading scientists have said one thing at one point, and then 
said the exact opposite at a later point.   

• The  computer  models  used  to  support  our  government’s 
response  to  the  crisis  have  undergone  a  number  of 
significant revisions.  At this point, the number of projected 
deaths has been lowered by about 60%.  This change cannot 
be  attributed  to  mitigation  efforts,  since  mitigation  was 
factored in from the beginning.   

• There  is  no  scientific  evidence  that  the  mass  lockdown 
approach works.    2

• The goal of the mitigation efforts has seemingly shifted from 
preventing  our  hospitals  from  being  overwhelmed  to 
“beating the virus.”  

 In fact, two studies in California, a state that has imposed strict lockdown measures, indicated 2

that in Los Angeles County the number of people infected is 30-60 times higher than the 
reported cases there, and that in Santa Clara County it is 40-80 times higher than the reported 
cases there.  Another study showed that the eight states that haven’t imposed stay at home 
orders haven’t had greater outbreaks than the states that have imposed them.  Lastly, the nation 
of Sweden has not taken strict lockdown measures, yet it is weathering this crisis better than its 
neighboring nations that have taken such measures.



This  last  point  bears  further  consideration.   Perhaps we will  be  able  to 
develop treatments that make this virus easier to manage, but that is likely 
to take a fair amount of time.  When it comes to defeating the virus, it is my 
understanding that there are only two ways that that can happen.  The first 
would  be  through  the  production  of  a  vaccine.   The  second  would  be 
through a majority of the population developing an immunity to the virus.  
As far  as  a  vaccine is  concerned,  there is  no guarantee that  one can be 
developed.  If it can, it will be more than a year before it is available.  As far 
as  building  communal  immunity  is  concerned,  the  mitigation  measures 
that  are  being  implemented  right  now are  actually  slowing  that  down.  
Meanwhile,  unemployment  rolls  are  swelling  to  record  numbers,  the 
national debt is dramatically expanding, schools and businesses are closed, 
churches are empty, and protesters are gathering.

Why do I raise all of this?  Simply to point out that nobody has all of the 
answers,  not even those who claim to have science on their side.  Even 
though we are several months into this crisis, there is still a great deal that 
our experts do not know.  The experts are not in agreement over what we 
should do in light of what we do know.  And there are legitimate questions 
about whether the approach that is being taken is causing more long term 
harm than short term good.  In short, the Wuhan coronavirus is exposing 
the limits of human wisdom.  This is a good reminder of why we should 
not  ascribe  too  much  authority  to  sources  of  wisdom  that  are  merely 
human.   

Please do not misunderstand me.  I am not at all suggesting that we should 
defy the orders of our government or disregard the advice of our medical 
experts.  We should always obey the civil authorities, unless they command 
something that God forbids or forbid something that God requires.   We 
should also take the advice of medical experts seriously.  This is the reason 
why our church decided to suspend all  of our in person activities for a 
period of time, even though we did not have to go to that extreme.  But at 
this point, there do not seem to be sufficient grounds for us to continue to 
go beyond what is being mandated when it comes to how we function as a 



church.  We can look for creative ways to operate within the parameters 
that are being set for us.  

These are difficult waters to navigate.  At the end of the day, it is up to each 
individual to assess their own situation in light of what the medical experts 
are saying and decide what they are comfortable doing.  It does seem that, 
for the foreseeable future, it will be prudent for some in our congregation 
to  continue  to  avoid  public  gatherings  due  to  their  age,  health,  or 
circumstances.  We need to remember them, and they need to trust that 
God will sustain them, even as they long to be present with the body of 
Christ.  That longing is itself a testimony to the fact that the church is not 
virtual, but real.  

Pastor Andy Wilson
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