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Introduction

Ryan Panzer’s The Holy and the Hybrid asks how the Church can integrate digital and 

physical practices to invite people to Christ and equip communities for discipleship. Hybrid 

ministry is more than retaining livestreamed worship; it matters insofar as it serves the Church’s 

shared life.1

I argue that intentional digital practices can strengthen authentic Christian community 

through mutual responsibility, meaningful participation, and shared mission. Here, authenticity 

means mutual care, accountability, shared spiritual practice, and service. I assess Panzer through 

three themes—involvement, participation and parity, and sustainable formation and service—

using my small group’s life between gatherings.

From Invitation to Involvement

Panzer distinguishes digital reach from formation: online ministry can invite people to 

observe congregational life while providing fewer opportunities to serve. His concern is limited 

participation, not every digital relationship. The key question is whether an invitation leads to 

people being known, receiving care, and assuming responsibility for others.2

Pew’s November 2022 survey found that 27 percent of U.S. adults regularly watched 

religious services online or on television; 16 percent of regular remote viewers named illness or 

disability as a major reason. This historical baseline supports mediated access without 

establishing current participation or reciprocal relationships.3

1 Ryan M. Panzer, The Holy and the Hybrid: Navigating the Church’s Digital Reformation (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2022), x.

2 Panzer, Holy and the Hybrid, 43–44.

3 Pew Research Center, “Online Religious Services Appeal to Many Americans, but Going in Person 
Remains More Popular,” June 2, 2023, https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2023/06/02/online-religious-services-
appeal-to-many-americans-but-going-in-person-remains-more-popular/.

https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2023/06/02/online-religious-services-appeal-to-many-americans-but-going-in-person-remains-more-popular/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2023/06/02/online-religious-services-appeal-to-many-americans-but-going-in-person-remains-more-popular/
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First Corinthians 12:12–27 (ESV) provides a theological standard: members of Christ’s 

body need one another and share suffering and honor. Someone prevented from attending by 

illness should not become invisible. Inclusion requires recognizing that person’s needs and gifts, 

not merely providing teaching. Physical attendance is likewise insufficient: a person may sit in a 

room without being known. Both digital and physical practices should help believers receive care 

and contribute to the community.

Participation and Parity

Panzer warns that an online alternative can produce a subordinate form of membership 

when participants can watch but cannot contribute. He also distinguishes hybrid worship from 

hybrid faith formation: educational participation may require asynchronous opportunities 

alongside live interaction. These arguments resist a single format for every ministry activity. I 

understand parity here as recognition of belonging and meaningful opportunities to contribute, 

without assuming identical experiences or identical arrangements.4

First Corinthians 14:26 identifies edification as the purpose governing members’ 

contributions. Paul’s emphasis on intelligibility and order requires participation to serve others (1 

Cor. 14:6–12, 26–33, 40). Read with chapter 12, this prompts me to ask whether hybrid practices 

enable members to be heard, understood, and answered. Neither production quality nor group-

chat membership establishes reciprocal care. Conversation can edify when members share, 

respond thoughtfully, and use their gifts for one another’s good.

Parity needs a theological qualification. Christian hope includes bodily resurrection (1 

Cor. 15:12–23, 35–49), and the Church’s life includes physical gathering and material practices. 

Paul ministered through letters while desiring to see believers personally (Rom. 1:11–12). I read 

4 Panzer, Holy and the Hybrid, 69–70, 77.
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Paul’s letters and his desire to visit as an analogy for ministry across distance that does not treat 

distance as a replacement for embodied fellowship. Panzer recognizes its importance; my 

qualification therefore concerns preserving the distinctive possibilities of physical presence while 

offering equal pastoral regard.

Village and Francis surveyed 2,017 Anglicans in England in 2021. Leaders and 

participants reported more positive affective responses to in-church than online worship, and to 

livestreamed than prerecorded services. This pandemic-era, church-recruited sample describes 

respondents’ experiences, not a universal effect; its worship comparison does not directly 

evaluate between-gathering group practices.5

Sustainable Practices for Formation and Service

Panzer connects digital practice to community through conversation, reciprocal prayer, 

and online-organized service. He recommends choosing tools for a purpose rather than 

accumulating platforms. Technology may enable participation and care; members’ responses can 

support formation and mission.6

A group text illustrates this sequence. The technology enables a member to share a need 

between gatherings. Other members can then pray, ask what help would be useful, and agree on 

a response. Following through provides an opportunity to practice obedience and assume 

responsibility for one another. James 1:22–25 calls believers to do the Word; Galatians 6:2 and 

James 2:14–17 give that obedience concrete expression in burden-bearing and practical 

assistance. Ephesians 4:11–16 places these contributions within the body’s growth. The text 

5 Andrew Village and Leslie J. Francis, “Lockdown Worship in the Church of England: Predicting Affect 
Responses to Leading or Accessing Online and In-Church Services,” Journal of Beliefs & Values 44, no. 2 (2023): 
280, 284–85, https://doi.org/10.1080/13617672.2022.2101087.

6 Panzer, Holy and the Hybrid, 122, 135.
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creates an opportunity; members’ faithful responses may support formation. Technology itself 

does not establish the outcome.

Panzer describes the digital ecosystem as generally morally neutral while acknowledging 

harmful platform dynamics.7 Jim Stump argues that technology shapes habits, attention, and 

relationships by making some practices easier and others less likely. His car-dependent travel 

example shows how convenience can reduce encounters with neighbors.8 This sharpens a tension 

in Panzer’s account: if tools shape habits and expectations, their selection is formative as well as 

pragmatic. Group texting can support prayer while shaping expectations of availability and 

response. Romans 12:1–2 therefore invites discernment about both a tool’s use and the patterns 

of attention and relationship it encourages.

Ministry Translation in My Small Group

My group has about thirteen members and meets biweekly for teaching and discussion; 

some members want to renew shared service. This proposal focuses on digital practices between 

embodied gatherings, not simultaneous online and in-person worship. Panzer’s examples of 

reciprocal prayer and digitally coordinated service support using our existing group text.

Kranda recommends a home base for small groups, including in-person groups, for plans, 

prayer updates, informal sharing, and continuing connection; the meeting space is for focused 

discussion. This fits our group: the text thread is our home base, while the biweekly gathering is 

7 Panzer, Holy and the Hybrid, 127–28.

8 Jim Stump, “Technology Is Not Neutral. Here’s How It’s Forming Us,” BioLogos, May 4, 2026, 
https://biologos.org/post/technology-is-not-neutral-heres-how-its-forming-us.
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our meeting space. Rotating coverage and response windows are my contextual application, 

sustaining connection without requiring constant availability.9

I propose a six-week trial from November 16 through December 27, 2026, subject to 

group agreement. It includes the planned December 10 potluck and donation event, with time for 

preparation and reflection. Three changes would be introduced: a weekly prompt for prayer, 

Scripture application, or needs; a rotating responder and backup; and a service coordinator. 

Before launch, the group would confirm a family or service opportunity. The coordinator would 

privately explain the offer, ask what would help, and obtain permission before sharing 

identifying details. If support is declined, the group would respect that decision and choose 

another agreed project. If needs change, the coordinator would revise or pause assistance. The 

dates and responsibilities are proposed and require group agreement.

I would explain the purpose and invite agreement on roles through a gathering or group 

conversation, then summarize the arrangement by text. I would post weekly, including weeks 

without meetings. A responder and backup would rotate every two weeks, agree on coverage 

days, and check for new requests as reasonably able, aiming to acknowledge them within 48 

hours. This would not require daily follow-up on every need. Follow-up would be agreed within 

seven days or as appropriate. Phone or personal conversation would remain alternatives to 

texting; time-sensitive needs would use direct phone contact.

Review would use four indicators: acknowledged requests and agreed follow-up; 

meaningful contributions without avoidable barriers; completed service tasks guided by family 

feedback; and examples of Scripture shaping action. At gatherings and the trial’s end, I would 

9 Jay Kranda, Online Church Is Not the Answer: Beyond Just Streaming to Hybrid Disciple Making 
(HyperThinking Group, 2024), 126–28.
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invite examples of prayer, practical help, or service, plus private feedback on barriers and non-

text options. These accounts, not message counts, would guide adjustments without proving that 

technology caused spiritual growth.

Conclusion

Panzer writes, “We continue to gather face-to-face in order to form and equip our 

communities. We connect digitally in order to extend the broadest possible invitation to an 

encounter with Christ.”10 This pairing frames the trial: member feedback and concrete examples 

will inform assessment of participation, mutual responsibility, and shared service between 

gatherings.

10 Panzer, Holy and the Hybrid, 138.
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Appendix A
Six-Week Small Group Ministry Plan

Purpose: Sustain participation, mutual responsibility, and shared service between gatherings. 
Proposed trial: November 16–December 27, 2026, subject to group agreement; includes the 
planned December 10 potluck and donation event. David posts weekly; responder and backup 
rotate every two weeks. Review at gatherings and trial conclusion.

Practice Responsibility and communication Evidence for review

Weekly 
invitation

David posts weekly, including weeks without a 
meeting. Members may contribute by text, phone, 
or personal conversation.

Feedback and examples 
indicate whether members had 
opportunities to share, respond, 
and contribute.

Shared follow-
up

Responder and backup agree coverage days and 
check the thread as reasonably able. Aim to 
acknowledge within 48 hours; agree follow-up 
within seven days or as needed. No daily follow-
up requirement.

Acknowledgment and agreed 
follow-up completed.

Shared service Group confirms a family or service opportunity 
before launch. Coordinator privately asks about 
needs and consent; shares identifying details only 
with permission. If support is declined or needs 
change, respect the decision and revise or pause 
the plan.

Tasks completed; family 
feedback guides support.

Review and 
adjustment

David invites feedback at gatherings and trial 
conclusion. Ask about contribution and barriers; 
invite private feedback and alternatives to texting.

Examples of prayer, practical 
care, service, and biblical 
application; barriers identified 
and addressed. Assess 
accounts, not message counts.

Consent and contact: Share personal information only with permission; do not require public 
disclosure. The family’s voice guides assistance. Agree on volunteer expectations before 
beginning. Use direct phone contact for time-sensitive needs.
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