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S TA R T  H E R E

Online presence is not a strategy.
A church can produce an excellent livestream and still have no clear answer to a simple

question, "What should happen because someone watched?"

Most churches have an online presence. Far fewer have an
online ministry.

The goal is not to copy another church's online experience. The goal is to align digital activity with your

church's mission, people and capacity. Decide what online ministry is for first. Then align staffing,

streaming, hospitality, follow-up, technology and measurements around that purpose.

Reach is not the same as formation. Views tell you content was delivered. They do not tell you whether

anyone was known, cared for or discipled. This guide keeps three things separate:

Reach

Content made it to someone.

Engagement

Someone responded.

Formation

Someone is growing in Christ

inside a real community.

How to use this guide

This guide is built for a leadership team conversation, not a solo read. Work through it together, name the

tradeoffs out loud and choose a small number of commitments you can actually sustain.

The sample plan, toolkit and facilitator guide at the end give you examples, scripts and meeting agendas

so the conversation turns into action.

Start with the theology of presence so the team shares the same convictions.1

Choose your primary ministry model and any secondary purpose.2

Work through the five decisions together.3

Settle safety and the hard questions before you expand anything.4

Score your current alignment based on evidence.5

Choose one 90-day experiment and assign an owner.6
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FOUN DAT ION S

Why this matters: a theology of
presence
Every online ministry strategy rests on a belief about presence. Before choosing platforms or

metrics, leaders need to decide what they actually believe.

God's pattern is presence.

God did not save the world by broadcast. The Word became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:14).

Embodiment matters, and no online experience will ever be the whole of what the church is called to be.

God has also always spoken across distance through the prophets, through Scripture and through His

Spirit. Distance has never put anyone beyond His reach.

The church has always ministered at a distance.

Much of the New Testament was written by leaders who could not be in the room. Paul wrote letters

because he could not be present, and he told the Colossians he was absent in body yet present in spirit

(Col 2:5). Those letters carried real teaching, correction and affection. They also strained toward

presence. John wrote that he would rather speak face to face than with paper and ink (2 John 12), and

Paul longed to see the Thessalonians again (1 Thess 2:17).

Online ministry is at its best when it works like an apostolic letter: real

ministry, offered with integrity, that points people toward fuller presence.

The marks of the church are the lens.

The early church devoted itself to the apostles' teaching, fellowship, the breaking of bread and prayer

(Acts 2:42). Online ministry carries some of these well. Teaching travels easily, and prayer can be real

across any distance. Fellowship and the shared table are much harder to offer through a screen. A

faithful strategy names which marks it serves and builds intentional bridges toward the rest.

Shepherds know the sheep.

Jesus said the good shepherd calls His own sheep by name (John 10:3). Ezekiel 34 confronts shepherds

who fed themselves while the scattered went unsought. An audience can be large and anonymous, but a

flock has to be known.

Churches cannot shepherd what they cannot see, and that is just as true

online as it is in the building.
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The banquet goes out to the roads.

In the parable of the great banquet, the master sends his servants out to bring in people who would not

come on their own (Luke 14:21-23). The homebound, the traveling, the hesitant and the hurting are often

on those roads. Online ministry can be one of the ways the church goes out to meet them.

Two errors to avoid

Dismissal

"Online isn't real church." This view overlooks

the people online ministry serves and ignores

the long history of ministry at a distance.

Substitution

"Online is just as good." This view trades the

fullness of embodied community for

convenience and quietly lowers the bar for

discipleship.

The faithful path runs between them. Online ministry is real ministry,

partial by nature, and it should always lead somewhere.

D ISCUSS  AS  A  TEAM

Which of the four marks in Acts 2:42 does our online ministry currently serve? Which ones are

we implying we serve when we do not?

If our online ministry were an apostolic letter, what would it be pointing people toward?

Who in our community is on the roads right now, unable or unlikely to come to us?

Are we more at risk of dismissal or of substitution?
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FOUN DAT ION S

Choose your ministry model
These are strategic models, not maturity levels. A church does not need to progress through all

five, and a focused care ministry can be more effective than an understaffed online campus.

Choose the model your church can do well, not the one that looks most
impressive.

1 Broadcast ministry

Makes worship and teaching accessible through live or on-demand video.

BEST  WHEN

Access is the goal.

THE  R ISK

Treating view counts as evidence of pastoral

impact.

2 Front-door ministry

Helps people explore the church and take a first step toward local connection.

BEST  WHEN

The pathway to a visit or conversation is clear.

THE  R ISK

Generating interest with no follow-up.

3 Care ministry
Serves homebound, traveling or disconnected people through pastoral attention.

BEST  WHEN

People are known by name and contacted

regularly.

THE  R ISK

Confusing access to content with actual care.

4 Online community
Creates hosted relationships, prayer, groups and ongoing participation online.

BEST  WHEN

Leaders can facilitate community consistently.

THE  R ISK

Promising relationships without the capacity to

deliver them.

5 Digital discipleship ecosystem

Connects content, groups, prayer, giving, serving and next steps across the week.

BEST  WHEN

In-person systems are strong, and someone

owns them in the digital space.

THE  R ISK

Building complexity before clarity.
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Which model fits your church?

Answer with evidence, not aspiration. Mark every statement that is true of your church today.

I F  THIS  IS  TRUE  OF  YOUR  CHURCH  TODAY
CONS IDER  THIS

MODEL

Most online viewers are regular attenders who missed a Sunday. Broadcast

Most new guests watch online before they ever visit in person. Front-door

A meaningful number of members cannot attend because of health, age,

travel or distance.

Care

A group of people participates only online and has no realistic path to

your building.

Online community

Your groups, care and communication systems already work well in

person, and someone is ready to own how they work together in the

digital space.

Digital discipleship

ecosystem

If two statements fit, choose the one you can staff today as your primary model and name the other as

your secondary purpose. If none fit clearly, start with broadcast and add one meaningful next step.

Our primary model is

Our secondary purpose, if any, is
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D E C I S ION  1  O F  5

Clarify the purpose
"Reach more people" is too vague to guide a single decision. Before choosing platforms, define

who you intend to serve and what meaningful progress looks like for them.

If a purpose cannot help you say no to something, it is not specific enough.

D ISCUSS

Write a one-sentence purpose

We use online ministry to serve [who] by [what we provide] so they can

[meaningful next step or outcome].

Our purpose:

Example: We use online ministry to help people exploring faith become familiar with our church,

connect with a real person and take a supported first step into a small group.

Who are the specific people this ministry is designed to serve?

What need does it meet that our in-person ministries cannot fully meet?

What action or relationship should become possible because of it?

What will we intentionally not try to accomplish?
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D E C I S ION  2  O F  5

Match ambition to capacity
An online strategy is only credible if it can be sustained on an ordinary Sunday, not just a

launch weekend. Capacity means people, processes and pastoral responsiveness. Cameras

and software are the easy part.

A modest, reliable ministry is stronger than an impressive, inconsistent one.

Assess your capacity

AREA CIRCLE  ONE

A clear, accountable ministry owner Strong Limited Missing

Reliable production and accessibility Strong Limited Missing

Trained hosts or responders wherever live interaction is promised Strong Limited Missing

A prayer and pastoral escalation process Strong Limited Missing

Follow-up ownership with a defined response time Strong Limited Missing

A realistic budget Strong Limited Missing

A volunteer backup plan Strong Limited Missing

A simple reporting and review rhythm Strong Limited Missing

Make the tradeoff explicit

If you cannot consistently staff chat, do not promise live interaction. If you cannot follow up on requests,

simplify the invitation until you can.

Every promise made online is a promise someone on your team has to keep.
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Name who owns what

Online ministry usually sits between departments, which means it often belongs to no one. Name an

owner for each responsibility.

RESPONS IB IL ITY TYP ICALLY  OWNED  BY OUR  OWNER

Overall strategy and

accountability

A pastor or ministry director

Stream quality, captions and audio Production or tech team

Online welcome and chat Trained host volunteers

Prayer requests and pastoral

escalation

Pastoral care staff

Connection follow-up Small group or connections

leaders

Invitations, web page and social

media

Communications team

Weekly reporting and review Ministry owner

Our biggest capacity constraint:

What we will stop, simplify or defer:
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D E C I S ION  3  O F  5

Design the experience
The experience should match the purpose. A broadcast ministry and an online community

should not be designed or staffed the same way.

Design for the person on the other side of the screen, not for the camera.

MAKE  DE L I B ERATE  CHO I C ES

Map the experience

MOMENT QUEST ION  TO  ANSWER OUR  ANSWER

Before How does someone discover the

experience and know what to

expect?

During How do we welcome, orient and

invite meaningful participation?

After What happens in the first 48 hours

after the service ends?

Will we offer live, on-demand or both?

Will we stream one service or multiple services?

Are we offering passive viewing, hosted conversation or facilitated community?

How can someone request prayer or care privately?

What will a first-time viewer see and hear in the first two minutes?

Which accessibility needs will we address, such as captions, clear audio and mobile usability?

Who handles sensitive requests, and when are they escalated?
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D E C I S ION  4  O F  5

Build a real next step
"Watch again next week" is an invitation, but it is not a ministry pathway.

Every online pathway should end with a person, not a playlist.

Pastoral staff cannot personally follow up with every online viewer, and they should not try. If care in your

church runs through small groups, design the online pathway to hand people to a groups staff member

who personally places each person in the right group. A generic church office is not a next step.

Sample pathways

Explorer

Watch a service, ask a question, connect with a host or pastor and plan a visit.

Homebound member

Watch, submit a prayer need, receive a personal call and stay connected to a group leader or care

team member who checks in regularly.

Online participant

Join a hosted gathering, connect with an online or nearby group and receive opportunities to grow

and serve.

Design the handoff

The handoff from online interest to a real relationship is where most pathways break. Decide these four

things before you invite anyone:

Who receives the request first, and how quickly do they respond?1

How is the person matched to a group leader, and who makes the introduction?2

What does the group leader know before reaching out, and what stays confidential?3

How does the group leader report back that the connection actually happened?4
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TEST  YOUR  PATHWAY

Our single most important next step:

Owner and response commitment:

Is the invitation clear and easy to find?

Does a named person own the response?

Do we know how quickly we will respond?

Is the next step relational rather than only transactional?

Can we tell whether the person was actually connected?
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D E C I S ION  5  O F  5

Measure what matters
Views, unique viewers and watch time help you understand distribution. They are useful

operational signals, but they are not proof of discipleship.

A number is a question, not an answer.

Pair every activity measure with evidence of relationships and meaningful next steps.

Use a balanced scorecard

CATEGORY WHAT  TO  TRACK

Reach Unique viewers, new viewers and how people discovered you

Response Prayer requests, questions and requests for connection

Connection People contacted, people who attended a gathering and people who joined a

group

Care and formation Pastoral follow-through, ongoing participation and credible stories of life

change

Reliability Stream quality, accessibility issues, response times and volunteer coverage

Avoid the measurement trap

Do not reward a team simply for maximizing a number. If prayer requests become a quota, people will

optimize the count instead of the care. Review metrics alongside stories, context and unintended

consequences.
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Choose three measures

Choose one measure for reach, one for response and one for meaningful connection. Define how each is

counted and who reviews it.

CATEGORY OUR  MEASURE HOW  IT  IS  COUNTED WHO  REV I EWS  IT

Reach

Response

Connection
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GUA R D RA I L S

Safety and safeguarding
Online ministry puts your church in contact with people you cannot see, in moments you cannot

predict.

If your team has not decided what to do in a crisis, the crisis will decide for
you.

Every church needs a written plan before it invites live interaction.

This section is a starting point, not legal advice. Laws on mandatory reporting, minors and data privacy vary by

state and country, so review your plan with your insurance carrier and legal counsel.

Crisis disclosures

Sometimes a person in chat, on a prayer form or in a direct message will disclose thoughts of suicide,

self-harm, abuse or immediate danger. Hosts need to know exactly what to do.

Mandatory reporting

Know who on your staff is a mandated reporter under your state's law. Train every host to escalate any

disclosure of child abuse or neglect immediately. A host's job is to escalate, not to investigate.

Minors online

Respond with care, and move the conversation out of public chat immediately.1

If someone is in immediate danger, encourage them to call 911. In the United States, they can also

call or text 988 to reach the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline.

2

Escalate to the on-call pastor right away through a channel someone is actually watching.3

Document what was said, when it was said and what action was taken.4

Never promise confidentiality you cannot keep.5

Never allow one-on-one private messaging between an adult volunteer and a minor.

Require at least two screened adults in any online group or gathering that includes students or

children.

Apply the same background check and training standards to online volunteers that you apply in

person.

Get parental consent before a minor joins an online group.
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Moderation

Privacy and data

Confirm your plan

ITEM OUR  ANSWER

On-call escalation contact

Where our written safety plan lives

Date last reviewed with staff and hosts

Publish simple community guidelines and link them wherever chat is enabled.

Decide in advance what gets hidden, removed or blocked. Name who has the authority to do it.

Never debate a hostile commenter in public chat.

Treat every prayer request as private unless the person explicitly gives permission to share it.

Collect only the information you will actually use, and limit who can see it.

Keep online contact information in your church management system, not on personal phones or in

spreadsheets.

Never share someone's name or story in a sermon, post or report without permission.
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GUA R D RA I L S

The hard questions
Every church that takes online ministry seriously will face questions about membership, the

sacraments and giving.

Your theology should answer these questions before your platform does.

This guide does not answer them for you. It helps your team answer them on purpose.

MEMBERSH IP COMMUN ION

BAPT ISM G IV ING

Write down what you decide, share it with every staff member who touches online ministry and revisit it

once a year. Some of these questions belong to your elders or board, so name which ones need that

conversation.

Can someone become a member without

ever attending in person?

If so, what does membership require of

them, and who shepherds them?

If not, what do we call the people who

belong to our online community, and how

do we care for them?

Does our theology allow for communion

during an online service?

If it does, how do we help people prepare

and participate?

If it does not, how do online participants

receive communion through a home visit

or another gathering?

How do we respond when someone who

has only engaged online asks to be

baptized?

Who meets with them, and where does

the baptism happen?

How do we invite online giving in a way

that honors generosity without pressure?

Do online givers receive the same

acknowledgment, receipts and thanks as

in-person givers?
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GO ING  FU R TH E R

Beyond Sunday: the rest of the week
A livestream reaches people for about an hour a week. Discipleship happens in the other 167.

Sunday can start the conversation, but the rest of the week has to carry it.

Choose the touchpoints that serve your purpose. You do not need all of them.

TOUCHPO INT BEST  F IT  FOR WHAT  IT  REQU IRES

Online small groups Online community,

care

Trained facilitators and a consistent weekly

time

Online prayer gatherings Care, online

community

A host, a prayer leader and a private way to

share requests

Text check-ins Care A named person who sends them and

responds to replies

Weekly email Every model One clear next step per email and a

consistent sender

Short-form video and social

posts

Front-door, broadcast A content rhythm and someone who replies

to comments

Podcast or audio sermon Broadcast Reliable publishing and simple show notes

Pick one mid-week touchpoint you can sustain before adding a second.
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A S S E S S

Online ministry alignment assessment
Rate each statement from 1 (not true) to 5 (consistently true). Scores should be based on evidence, not

aspiration. For the clearest picture, have each leader score independently, then compare.

DECIS ION STATEMENT CIRCLE  ONE

Purpose 1. We can state the primary purpose of online ministry in one

sentence.
1 2 3 4 5

2. Every staff member involved knows our intended audience

and primary model.
1 2 3 4 5

3. Our purpose has helped us say no to at least one idea. 1 2 3 4 5

Capacity 4. Our commitments match our staffing and budget. 1 2 3 4 5

5. We could sustain our current experience if two key

volunteers stepped away.
1 2 3 4 5

6. Every host has been trained on our written safety and

escalation plan.
1 2 3 4 5

Experience 7. The online experience reinforces our stated purpose. 1 2 3 4 5

8. A first-time viewer knows how to participate and how to

ask for help.
1 2 3 4 5

9. Captions, audio and mobile usability meet a consistent

standard.
1 2 3 4 5

Next step 10. People can take an obvious, meaningful next step. 1 2 3 4 5

11. A named person owns follow-up and pastoral escalation. 1 2 3 4 5

12. We know whether people who asked for connection were

actually connected.
1 2 3 4 5

Measurement 13. We track at least one measure of connection, not just

reach.
1 2 3 4 5

14. Our team reviews results and makes changes on a regular

rhythm.
1 2 3 4 5

15. We pair numbers with real stories when we evaluate. 1 2 3 4 5
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Interpret your score (out of 75)

SCORE WHAT  IT  SUGGESTS

60 to 75 Strong stated alignment. Verify it against actual outcomes.

45 to 59 Several pieces are working. Focus on the weakest decision.

30 to 44 Significant gaps exist. Simplify before expanding.

15 to 29 Revisit purpose and ownership before further investment.

These bands are discussion prompts, not a validated benchmark or a rating of ministry faithfulness.

Add your scores by decision. The decision with the lowest total is usually
your best starting point.

Our lowest-scoring decision and the evidence behind it:
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AC T

Your 90-day action plan
Ninety days is long enough to learn something real and short enough to stay focused.

One experiment done well will teach you more than five done without real
clarity.

DAYS  1  TO  30

Decide

DAYS  3 1  TO  60

Improve

DAYS  6 1  TO  90

Learn

Our commitments

COMM ITMENT OUR  ANSWER

Our 90-day priority

Accountable owner

Review date

What success would look like

Bring ministry,

communications,

production, pastoral care

and small group leaders

together.

Agree on one primary

purpose, one audience and

one ministry model.

Map the current experience

from discovery through

follow-up.

Choose a single gap to

address and name the

accountable owner.

Implement one

improvement, such as a

clearer invitation, a reliable

prayer response, better

hosting or a defined

handoff to group leaders.

Document the workflow and

train the people

responsible.

Establish a baseline for your

three measures.

Review the measures

alongside actual

conversations and stories.

Ask where people are

getting stuck or falling

through the cracks.

Keep, adjust or discontinue

the experiment based on

evidence.
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EXAMP L E

What a completed plan can look like
Blank pages are intimidating. This sample shows the level of specificity to aim for, using a

church whose online viewers are mostly its own people plus a growing number of first-time

guests.

DECIS ION  PO INT SAMPLE  ANSWER

Primary model Front-door ministry

Secondary purpose Care for homebound members

Purpose statement We use online ministry to help people exploring our church connect with

a real person and take a supported first step into a small group.

Biggest capacity constraint Nobody responds to the connection form until Tuesday afternoon.

What we will stop We will turn off live chat during our second service until we have enough

trained hosts to staff it.

Most important next step A "meet a group leader" invitation shown at the end of every stream

Owner and response

commitment

The connections director responds within 24 hours and introduces the

person to a group leader within 72 hours.

Reach measure New online viewers each month

Response measure Connection forms submitted each month

Connection measure People introduced to a group leader who attend a group within 30 days

Lowest-scoring decision Next step. The team could not say how many form submissions led to a

real conversation.

90-day priority Build and run the form-to-group-leader handoff.

What success looks like Every form receives a personal response within 24 hours, and at least

half of the people who submit one meet a group leader.
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R E S O U RC E S

Toolkit
These templates are starting points. Adapt the wording to your church's culture, then train

everyone who uses them.

Host welcome script

Prayer request response

48-hour follow-up message

Welcome! We are so glad you are here. My name is [name], and I am one of the online hosts

today. If this is your first time with us, say hello in the chat so we can welcome you. If you

would like prayer or have a question, tap [link] and someone from our team will reach out

to you personally.

“

Thank you for trusting us with this, [name]. Our team is praying for you this week. [Care

team member] will reach out by [day] to check in and see how we can support you. If this is

urgent, you can reach us anytime at [phone].

“

Hi [name], this is [your name] from [church]. Thank you for joining us online on Sunday and

for reaching out. We would love to hear a little more about you and help you find a next

step that fits. Would you be open to a quick call or coffee this week? [Group leader] leads a

group near [area] that you might enjoy.

“
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ROLE  DESCR IPT ION

Online host

Purpose: Online hosts help every viewer feel seen, welcomed and invited to a real next step.

Responsibilities:

Requirements: Hosts complete host training and a background check, know the safety plan and

serve [number] Sundays per month.

Time commitment: Hosting takes about [number] hours per Sunday, including 15 minutes of

preparation before the service.

Reports to: [Online ministry owner]

ESCA LAT ION  QU I CK  CARD

I F  SOMEONE THEN  THE  HOST

Shares a prayer request Thanks them, points them to the private form and logs

it

Asks how to get connected Sends the connection link and logs it for 24-hour

follow-up

Discloses abuse, self-harm or danger Moves to private, shares 911 or 988 as appropriate and

calls the on-call pastor now

Posts hostile or inappropriate content Hides it, does not engage and notifies the moderation

lead

Is a minor asking for a private

conversation

Does not message privately and notifies the on-call

pastor

Welcome viewers by name in chat during the service.

Move prayer requests and sensitive conversations out of public chat and into the private

process.

Escalate crisis disclosures to the on-call pastor immediately, following the safety plan.

Log every connection request so it can be followed up.
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R E S O U RC E S

Facilitator guide
Choose the format that fits how much ground your team needs to cover. Send the guide one

week ahead and ask everyone to read the theology section and complete the assessment

before you meet.

Who should be in the room

Include the ministry owner, a pastor responsible for care, the production lead, communications and a

small group or connections leader.

If the person who will follow up is not in the room, the plan will break at the

handoff.

Option 1: 90-minute leadership meeting

T IME SEGMENT OUTCOME

10 min Theology of presence and one discussion

question

Shared convictions

15 min Choose a model using the model picker One primary model named

20 min Decision 1: write the purpose sentence A draft purpose

15 min Compare assessment scores Lowest-scoring decision identified

20 min Build the 90-day plan Priority, owner and review date set

10 min Questions worth asking before you leave Next meeting scheduled
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Option 2: Half-day retreat (about four hours)

T IME SEGMENT OUTCOME

30 min Theology of presence and full discussion Shared convictions

30 min Choose your model Primary model and secondary purpose

named

75 min The five decisions, about 15 minutes each Draft answers for each decision

15 min Break

30 min Safety plan and the hard questions Gaps named and questions assigned to

elders or board

20 min Compare assessment scores Lowest-scoring decision identified

30 min Build the 90-day plan Priority, owner, measures and review

date set

10 min Closing questions and prayer Commitments confirmed



C LO S ING

Before you leave the room

A final challenge

The goal is not the most elaborate digital experience. The goal is a faithful, intentional

ministry that helps real people move toward Christ, community and care.

Let your purpose shape the experience, let your capacity

shape the promise and let real outcomes shape what you
improve.

What is the one promise your team will keep for the next 90

days?

Ronee de Leon

Follow @roneedeleon for more resources for church leaders.

Are we building a ministry or maintaining a channel?

Who is being served well today, and who is being overlooked?

Where have we confused content consumption with spiritual formation?

What promise are we making online that our team cannot consistently

keep?

What would we change if we cared more about connection than view

counts?


