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In the conference ‘Netting Citizens’, the Centre for 
Theology and Public Issues lived up to the Church of 
Scotland’s noble tradition of reflecting on issues that belong 
beyond the peculiar scope of the Church‘s own life. In this 
chapter, however, the self-indulgent question is raised how 
the life of the Church has been affected by the advent of 
the new technologies, and whether issues are raised that 
are particularly theological or ecclesiological. 

As an ancient institution with a slight tendency to 
conservatism, the Church has probably come late to these 
questions asked of itself, and late to the benefits that may 
be available for its work and mission. Heidi Campbell’s 
recent doctoral thesis1 explores the phenomenon of ecclesial 
communities created on the internet; and there are probably 
hundreds of thesis topics waiting to be identified even in the 
more conventional use of email and the internet by churches 
locally and centrally. 

This short chapter takes some tiny first steps in identifying 
some of the theological issues that present themselves on 
the smallest reflection on current practice and usage of the 
technologies available. 
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Email: Quizzing the Specialists and Querying the 
Answers - a Question of Church Polity 

Every day there arrive at the Church of Scotland’s admini- 
strative offices dozens of emailed questions. Many of them 
come from ministers and office-bearers who direct their 
queries to the right department because of prior knowledge 
or an existing working relationship. Others come from 
new correspondents who write out of curiosity, personal 
need or discontent: these are directed to the writer’s best 
guess of the appropriate department, or come with a 
request for IT/webmaster staff to forward the message 
to the relevant official. This often produces food for 
theological thought: it has become obvious in the internet 
age, for example, that the Church does not have a single 
department dedicated to issues relating to the topic ‘God’, 
and for this much ribbing is received. (Most departments 
are relieved that this is not the monopoly topic of any one 
of them.) 

Through the facility of the office server, emails find their 
way to the appropriate person within minutes or hours; 
and sometimes two or more departments will cooperate 
through an email conversation to produce an answer. This 
has produced a phenomenon by which anyone can easily 
reach and interrogate the most informed experts in each 
area of the Church’s national responsibilities, and that is a 
quality and immediacy of access to specialist help and advice 
that far exceeds the possibilities of postal or telephone 
communications. The corollary of this access is that the 
conversation develops sometimes beyond the control of the 
staff member, with pressure - from those who do not like 
the original response - to justify or explain the policy or law 
behind the advice. So a new form of communication has 
directly facilitated the questioning of policy, law, practice 
and the very polity of the Church itself.z 
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The layered structure of the Church breaks down here in 
healthy ways, as the central administration keen to be seen 
as serving and not controlling the Church suddenly finds 
itself a point of first contact and not just of last resort. By 
this unplanned democratisation of dialogue, the Church is 
changed by its own communication system: ecclesiology is 
driven by information technology. 

The Loss of Local Conversation - a Question 
about Theological Diversity 

The ministry of the Church of Scotland, however, is still 
based in theory upon a territorial ministry exercised 
through a parish system in all but the most experimental 
of places. Traditionally the first point of contact for any 
individual needing the ministrations of the Church was the 
parish minister or Kirk Session, and the answer received 
from those sources carried an authority that was normally 
treated as if it was final. 

The preceding section of this chapter describes an 
innovation that loses that traditional, local starting point. 
The individual member or enquirer short-circuits the 
normal, local channels and approaches the institutional 
Church without the local minister knowing what is 
happening. It is difficult, therefore, for the officials at the 
Church offices to maintain the locus and involvement of 
the parish minister, especially when the queries that come 
obviously imply criticism of a local decision (e.g., not to 
baptise a child or conduct a marriage ceremony). Often 
it is appropriate to refer the enquirer back to the local 
minister or Presbytery Clerk; but if the answer is to be 
provided centrally, it is obligatory to respect the possibility 
that the minister might take a different view, or exercise 
discretion in a different direction, or start with a different 
theological premise. The answers have to be the one-size- 
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fits-all answers of a diverse, broad Church. The territorial 
ministry as the shop-front of the Church of Scotland is 
therefore compromised by technological developments, 
though we have no option but to keep up with them. 

Ernail in the Institutional Church - 
a Question in Ecclesiology 

A few years ago the General Assembly decided to connect 
all Presbytery Clerks together, and to the Church offices, by 
email; this was intended to give the Church better cohesion 
between the central administration and its regional 
authorities. In addition to the obvious benefits of quick and 
cheap contact - and for material of bulk these advantages 
are not to be sneezed at - it has been possible to share with 
clerks useful resources in the most flexible form for their 
use, keep even the most fluid of written resources up-to-date 
(especially the law of the Church and the civil law affecting 
our practices) and make quick consultations where the view 
of the wider Church administration is useful. 

One side-effect of the facility was not anticipated by the 
initiating Board: the clerks have realised it is possible at 
no cost to copy each other in on correspondence with the 
centre, and there has developed the habit among some of 
copying (or for all we know blind-copying) all clerks in on 
messages, most especially - for some reason - if the message 
is one of criticism or complaint. Unkindly likened to the 
wildfire effect of one child in an infant class asking to go 
to the toilet, discontent expressed by one clerk can spawn 
a multiplicity of complaints that would never have come 
under any older system. 

Various psychological points are demonstrated by 
paying attention to this phenomenon, among which is 
the truth, very important for any institutional officer to 
grasp, that those who are content have no motivation to 
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take the trouble to express themselves, and so the relative 
quantities of positive and negative feedback should not be 
taken as indicators of the level of contentment within the 
whole body. Put more positively, the clerks have developed 
in these last couple of years a more strongly collegial sense 
of themselves as a group, and found the means of asserting 
their needs and expectations of those who try to equip 
them. 

Does email and the internet enable some parts of the 
Body of Christ to relate who have not related before? Is 
that always positive? Does it engender a sense of mutual 
dependence, or mutual benefit? In a corporeal model of 
ecclesiological thought, do we find ourselves with newly- 
discovered nerve-systems we did not consider before? 

Email: the New Grammar of Debate - 
a Question of Theological Engagement 

Email conversations do not just facilitate unexpected and 
unprecedented conversation-partners; they also constitute a 
wholly new kind of conversation, and one with theological 
and missiological implications. 

While planning the conference that generated this 
book, the organisers were struck by a suggestion from the 
United States that the shift from conventional conversation 
to email dialogue had caused the loss for most people of 
‘the grammar of debate’; that computer-based forums 
and engagement had separated people from churches as 
nurturing grounds for the debating of issues in formalised 
settings. Email has its protocols, but they are not the same 
as the Standing Orders of the courts of the Church or the 
conventions of academic debate, and perhaps the increase 
of the new will spell the doom of the old. While that may 
be true it is not necessarily disastrous, because the new 
dynamics of conversation enabled by email have strengths 
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of their own and possible applications in theological dis- 
course. 

It is the pace of an email conversation that is its great 
merit over any other kind of dialogue. In a postal exchange 
the elements of the conversation are too far apart for the 
protagonists to feel they are truly taking part in a single 
dialogue event, and so the contributions to the debate tend 
to be almost self-standing statements. In an oral exchange 
the elements of the conversation are immediately close 
together and so the quality of the contributions depends 
entirely on the speed of thought of the conversation- 
partners, with little that is polished or refined flowing in 
either direction in the heat of the discussion. 

In an email dialogue, however, there are several factors 
in favour of a high-quality flowing conversation. First and 
foremost, the speed of the exchanges is entirely under the 
parties’ control, which means that each contribution can be 
thought out properly in advance and, if necessary, supported 
by research. The conversation becomes measured, and a 
degree of consideration can be given to each response, 
far beyond an initial, instinctive reaction. Responding is 
not the same thing as reacting, as most people find out 
the hard way. Second, the text of the whole conversation 
is often available on-screen, depending on the set-up of 
the software, and it can even be possible to respond to 
a previous message with indented sentences interspersed 
through your interlocutor’s original. This gives an assurance 
that the subject is being engaged with on the terms in which 
it was intended, and the response is direct and relevant. 
Third, it often happens that new conversation-partners 
are drawn in for conference or reference by extending the 
recipient-list, and new expertise or a different point of view 
can quickly and easily be introduced and brought up-to- 
speed. Though all these techniques are possible in more 
traditional forms of communication, they are more easily 
available, and so more routinely used, in the medium of 
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email. Finally, the hybrid quality of email correspondence, 
neither conventional written exchange nor immediate oral 
dialogue, gives it a characteristic feel, being informal in tone 
whilst keeping the possibility of significance of content. 

The literature of media studies must be full of ampli- 
fications of these comments, but it is the particular impli- 
cations for Church life and community that matter here. 
The substantial content of the Church's mandate to com- 
municate is the gospel and its implications, which in 
practice means the Church has things to say that are 
profound, personal, thought-provoking, persuasive, 
challenging, prophetic, deeply comforting and so on 
endlessly. The appearance of a form of communicative art 
that promotes a pause for thought before each utterance, 
consultation mid-conversation, point-by-point engagement 
with another's view and a relaxed but articulate expression 
of priorities, is a resource and instrument for the work of 
the Church that may contribute more than it destroys. 

At a practical level too, the benefit of all this is that an 
initial query, perhaps containing a hint of defensiveness 
or criticism, can often be dealt with by a couple of 
emails in each direction over the course of a single day. 
Misunderstandings are often caught and corrected before 
there is a chance for a sense of grievance to build up to 
problem-proportions; or an office-bearer can be fully 
equipped for a tricky situation and affirmed by the result 
of a careful but expedited consultation with a specialist. 

Theological Spam - a Question for Missiology 
The phenomenon of spam is expanding at great speed, 
and most email users have to weed out their inboxes, or 
get their server or a piece of software to do so for them, 
before reaching the genuine messages waiting for them 
Why is evangelical spam so much more depressing than 
any other? Is it because of the vague feeling of uneasy 
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guilt you get when deleting unread something you’re 
supposed to agree with? Is it irritation that the writers 
really think they can convey so much in so little compass? 
Is it irritation that some writers seem to convey so little in 
so great compass?! 

There is probably something missiologically important 
to be pursued and researched here: if one’s understanding 
of mission is linked to service and personal relationship, 
evangelical email spam will appear to be even less personal 
and intimate than TV evangelism, and so objectionable on 
that count. If one’s view is rather that the gospel message 
is self-evident and effective even beyond any particular 
community of faith, spam will appear to be a legitimate tool 
that can only do more good than harm. But if its capacity to 
irritate means that it might do more harm than good (and 
all explicit evangelism begs this question, since the good it 
does in attracting people is measurable while the harm it 
does in putting people off religion is normally invisible and 
unmeasured), the Church may have to decide whether its 
strategy for mission properly includes email outreach. 

The Church of Scotland Website - 
a Question in Hermeneutics 

The World Wide Web serves the Church of Scotland in two 
ways: it provides us with a platform to give information 
about the work and service of the Church of Scotland, and 
it provides an enormous quarry from which we can mine 
resources for our work, in all sorts of disciplines including 
the homiletic, liturgical, educational and academic. The 
former of these functions is primarily served by our central 
website, into which the Church has put major financial 
sources and serious editorial control. 

The use of the site is only as impressive as the under- 
standing of its users, both contributors and casual readers 
alike. Its management constantly complains that the 
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departments of the Church tend to present their pages as 
if the site were an ‘intranet’ (i.e., a device for the exchange 
of information within a limited community) with the 
effect that the content can be rather esoteric and the 
language impenetrable from the outside: it is interesting 
that the supervision of the web editor lies in the Media 
Relations Unit, demonstrating presumably that the task is 
a journalistic one of making text interesting and readable 
to real outsiders. However, those genuine outsiders do not 
laboriously work their way through the site layer by layer, 
picking up the helpful definitions and general information 
available: they use search-engines to focus tightly on a 
small item, and unwittingly fail to understand it because 
they had not first read the bit about our not having priests, 
or not having bishops, or being able to marry divorcees, or 
whatever. 

This is another reason why it is regrettable, perhaps, 
that the gatekeeper to information that once was the 
parish minister, is now circumvented - through no-one’s 
mischievous intent - in the flow of information. The 
principle, hinted at above, that the engagement of Church 
and potential Church member must be personal and 
direct makes the internet a tool of mixed blessing, very 
well suited to selling redundant properties or publishing 
attractive photographs of Church leaders perhaps, but 
a risky strategy for communicating the things that are 
most important and least tangible. The concept of a 
hermeneutics of the Net sounds artificial in some ways, 
but the challenge of this paper is perhaps to take it into 
consideration as branch of mission studies, and certainly 
of studies in Church polity. 
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Notes 
I. H. Campbell, ‘An Investigation of the Nature of Church 

Thought Through an Analysis of Christian E-mail-based Online 
Communities, 2001 (University of Edinburgh: New College, 
unpublished). 

2. A common misapprehension, for example, is the exact nature 
of the democratic polity of the Church. A disappointed enquirer 
may often express the belief that the congregation as a whole 
should have made a particular decision, quite unaware of the 
difference between Presbyterian government in the hands of 
spiritual leaders and the routine use of plebiscite through 
congregational meetings in other kinds of polity. When the 
original query has short-circuited local consultation, where the 
methods of decision-making are visible and can be explained, 
there is more scope for unhappiness and objection when the 
answer from ‘Edinburgh‘ is not the one hoped for. 


