
SHEPHERDING THE SHEEP ON MOVING GROUND  

Pastoral Practice in a changing context. 

 “Ceremony is the smoke of friendship”1 

“Greeting and leave taking go best, I think, when we do them with our hands”2 

“The last enemy to be destroyed is death”3 

 Over my twenty years of ministry I recall in particular two incidents of visiting people 

in hospital who were approaching death. The first was an elder in my last congregation in 

Largs who was dying of cancer. Douglas was very well aware that afternoon that I called that 

time was running out for him and he seemed very anxious to make his peace with God and 

his fellow humanity and be released from his pain. Just at the moment that our hitherto inane 

conversation stalled, he suddenly blurted out : “Will you open for me the gates into  

eternity ?” I confess that at first I was somewhat disconcerted; what exactly was he asking ? 

Yet I suddenly realised that what he really wanted was some ritual or ceremony to help him 

make the transition from this world into God’s eternal kingdom. I also realised that even 

given my training and my experience, this was something for which I was extremely ill 

prepared. Choosing to recite Psalm 121, say a prayer that ended with the Lord’s Prayer, and 

ending by stroking Douglas’ forehead and reciting the Aaronic blessing, that was as close as I 

could get to making up ritual on the hoof. Douglas seemed well satisfied, even if part of me 

was extremely uncomfortable with how little I had thought of the importance of ritual in the 

lives of those approaching death. Often as ministers our energies are poured into the rituals 

after death, the ceremonies for the grief stricken that make their bereavement easier to bear. 
                                                            
1 A traditional Chinese proverb 
2 Nicholas Wolterstorff Lament for a Son (Kindle edition, 2012) loc.180 
3 I Cor. 15:26 



As Reformed Christians we can sometimes baulk a little at any attempt of “superstitious 

rituals” that smack of the last rites of Roman Catholicism ! 

 This brings me to my second story, this time in Clydebank and an elderly lady 

brought up in rural Aberdeenshire. Knowing that the lady was in the terminal phase of her 

illness, this time I made the offer of the ritual, asking if she would like Holy Communion. 

She looked horrified : “I’m no deid yet!” she retorted. Sadly, she died the next day, without 

any form of parting ritual from this world.  

 Between these two extremes : a man who felt that the minister could somehow help 

release him from the pain of terminal cancer and a woman who wasn’t going to admit to “yon 

meenister” that she was dying at all, lies a truth. The truth is that in our last hours on this 

earth there is, I think, a deep seated need to encounter the Living God in a very tangible way, 

a ritual or ceremony if you like. In a Report to the General Assembly in May 2009, the 

Church and Society Council made this telling comment : “Rituals for patients, relatives and 

staff during the dying process, at death and afterwards may provide a context, and 

permission, for the expression of or acting out of feelings and wrestling with issues of 

understanding and meaning.”4 Furthermore Cynthia Jarvis asks the question :  

What distinct hope do ministers have to offer to those who seek our help because 
“they are walking upon a ridge between time and eternity that is narrower than a knife 
edge “ ? What is it that we have to say in our postmodern, pluralistic, multicultural 
world that no one else can say ? What may we reclaim out of our theological tradition 
that may be of help to people that need our help in order to die that they might truly 
live ? 5    

 In this essay I intend to do two things. Firstly, and primarily, to look at what 

Reformed theological principles might underlie such a ritual for the dying and how such a 

ritual might look in practice. Secondly, to consider in the light of Clay Shirky’s book Here 
                                                            
4 Church and Society Council, End of Life Issues Report to the General Assembly (St. Andrew’s Press, Edinburgh, 
May 2009)  p.19 
5 The Power to Comprehend with All the Saints edt. Wallace M. Alston & Cynthia A. Jarvis (Eerdmans, Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, 2009)  p. 269 



comes everybody, along with a recent conversation with my own pastoral team, what 

challenges and changes the digital revolution might mean for our current pastoral practice at 

Brechin Cathedral. Laying these two endeavours side by side I shall conclude the paper by 

asking what differences or similarities in practice and principle are there between them. Will 

some practices only work face to face, whilst others are better in a congregational context ? 

(1) A REFORMED RITUAL FOR THE DYING. 

The seventeenth century English Puritan, Richard Baxter (1615 – 1691) wrote a rather 

illuminating tract entitled “Directions for a Peaceful Death”. Although clearly it is a very 

contextual historical document, nevertheless Baxter, the erudite Reformer, provides us with 

some pointers at least as to what Reformed theological principles might underlie our Ritual 

for the dying. 

Baxter begins with the sovereignty of God, reminding his reader that God gave life 

and God alone has the right to take life : “You cannot deny Him to be the disposer of all 

things without denying him to be God.”6 From this basis, Baxter moves on to the Love of 

God in Christ, witnessed in the Incarnation. Baxter asks that if God truly be Love, what harm 

can he intend us ? He uses the very death of Jesus and His burial to challenge our fear of the 

grave. If Christ overcame the grave then so can we in the power of His life. From the power 

of the Resurrection Baxter proceeds onto the eschatological hope :  

Those blessed souls that are now with Christ, were once as we are here on earth; they 
were compassed with temptations, and clogged with flesh, and burdened with sin, and 
persecuted by the world, and they went out of the world by sickness and death, as we 
must do; and yet now their tears are wiped away, their pains, and groans, and fears are 
turned into inexpressible blessedness and joy : and would we not be with them ?7  

                                                            
6 Richard Baxter “Directions for a Peaceful Death” direction III in Preaching & Teaching edt. Robert Backhouse 
(Marshall Pickering, 1991) 
7 Baxter ibid. direction VII 



So how we might ask are we to be sure of this eschatological vision ? The centrality of the 

promises of God’s Word and the reality of the communion of the saints and angels will 

achieve this. Furthermore, the Spirit shall act as seal upon our salvation, “a pledge of God”8 

which will wipe away our sins and impute our heavenly nature to us. Baxter ends with a 

whole variety of practical suggestions such as thankfulness to God that you have reached the 

age you have, a reminder of our mortality and how vile the body is anyway, a command to 

“settle your estates early” 9 and be ready to release our worldly values. Finally, and most 

revealingly for my purpose in this paper, Baxter states :  

Get some able, faithful guide and comforter to be with you in your sickness, to 
counsel you, and resolve your doubts, and pray with you, and discourse of heavenly 
things……a faithful friend and spiritual pastor be always a great mercy, yet now 
especially in your last necessity. Therefore make use of them as far as your pain and 
weakness will permit.10 

Clearly, some of Baxter’s directions might be seen as rather pastorally insensitive in a 

modern context and I’m not sure just how far the vileness of the body would square with an 

emphasis on the goodness of God’s creation, which certainly as a former scientist I would 

want to strongly affirm. Nevertheless, much of what Baxter states can form a framework in 

which my proposed ritual for the dying can be worked out.  

 Like Baxter, I too want to begin with the centrality of God’s sovereignty. In both life 

and death we belong to God and nothing can separate us from God or God’s love seen in 

Jesus Christ.11 This central affirmation must be the conduit through which any ritual for the 

dying is administered. Yet, as a corollary to this, there must also be recognition that death is a 

savage reality, a destroyer of all that is good, something that tears apart relationships. This is 

an aspect of death well recognised by Nick Wolterstorff on the death of his eldest son, Eric. 

                                                            
8 Ibid. Direction VIII 
9 Ibid. Direction XVI 
10 Ibid. Direction XVII 
11 Romans 14:8 & Romans 8:38f. 



Wolterstorff  puts it thus : “In death one faces not love but malevolence”.12  To avoid this 

issue is to cheat the dying, to pretend that death is nothing at all. The sheer obscenity of death 

should not be avoided, yet, with stress upon that eschatological hope, that Resurrection reality 

of Christ, there is also a realization that death does not have the last word, God does. It is God 

who writes the last sentence upon the page of our life, not us, not death. As Wolterstorff puts 

it : “Everyone knows there is no technology for overcoming death. Death is left for God’s 

overcoming.”13 Baxter, in my view, thus gives us much encouragement by his great emphasis 

upon hope and the Communion of the Saints. By looking ahead, beyond death, we are 

reminded that because God loves us there is more yet to come. By looking back to the saints 

of old, we are assured that God’s presence with us and God’s people in the past will surely 

continue with us into the future, even beyond death. 

 Of course, any ritual must ground these theological principles firmly within scriptural 

roots. The Psalms speak magnificently of the wide scope of the human condition; from great 

thanksgiving at past mercies to deep melancholy, even anger, at present misfortune and pain. 

The gospels too are full of stories of Jesus helping those in desperate need. Words for the 

dying are vitally important, particularly since medics tell us that hearing is the very last sense 

that a dying person retains, when they have long since lost the ability to speak or see. But I 

want to go further. Baxter mentioned, albeit peripherally, the Incarnation; I want something 

of the tangibility of the Incarnation in my ritual for the dying too. I don’t just want to speak 

words at them, I want to do something for them. Like Jesus with Jairus’ daughter, I too want 

to minister through touch.  

 Cynthia Jarvis in her essay “On not offering psychological banalities as God’s Word : 

A Reformed perspective on Pastoral Care” baulks a little at the practices of Medieval 

                                                            
12 Wolterstorff op.cit. loc. 247 
13 Wolterstorff op.cit. loc. 372 



Christendom. Quoting David Cornick, Jarvis alludes to tactile being lacking in the cerebral.14 

Yet, the very recognition of our mortality is a realisation of our physicality, our need for 

physical and symbolic as well as word-based gifts from our faith. That is part of our being 

human. Now, of course, there were abuses in the Medieval system, yet I would argue that 

anointing with oil, placing the hands upon the head in blessing, even making the sign of the 

cross, is not a betrayal of the Reformed tradition. It is simply a way of communicating the 

true Word of God in visible fashion. For example, let us suppose the dying person is in a 

coma, or senile, or mentally disabled in some way. Surely our symbols speak volumes at such 

times as these ? 

 Moreover, we must also recognise that many people who have no Church connection 

or affiliation, and who call upon the professional services of clergy in such times of need, are 

not familiar with the biblical narrative, which Jarvis lays great stress upon. They do not know 

the words, but they are familiar with the symbols. The Ritual for the dying must be 

doctrinally sound but also real in an incarnational sense.  

 Before considering the Ritual in its practiced form, two other issues must be 

highlighted. The first is the question of whether the Church has the theological right at all to 

offer a ministry to the dying. This may seem, superficially at least, an odd question for a 

Christian pastor to ask ! However, there are those who would put such stress upon the 

sovereignty of God that any action by the Church, in the form of the pastor, seems like 

idolatry; the pastor taking on God’s role as the disposer of life and death. To counter this I 

point to Jesus’ words to Peter : “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven” 15 

This text is frequently used by the Roman Catholic Church to justify Petrine supremacy, 

located in Rome. Yet it may also underscore the sense that the Church is indeed the 

                                                            
14 Jarvis op.cit. p.259f. 
15 Matthew 16:19 



gatekeeper between those two realms of eternity and time which Jarvis spoke of earlier. If we 

adopt this sense of the text, then my friend Douglas was not so far off the mark in asking me, 

the Church’s representative, to “open the gates of eternity”. Surely that is precisely what 

Christ has empowered the Church to do. 

 The second issue in relation to a ritual for the dying is the power of the new social 

media, such as Facebook, to achieve this without any theological grounding. Shortly after I 

arrived at my second charge in Largs, a student in High School was diagnosed with an 

inoperable tumour. Within hours of the news becoming public knowledge by word of mouth 

it had gained a much wider audience via a Facebook page. Tributes were being paid to the 

boy (even while he still lived); a Memorial Fund was set up to which he had input as to its 

beneficiaries and offers poured in to help make his last days memorable, be it through a trip 

to see his favourite football team play or going to a fun fair. For that High School student, all 

of this eased and gave meaning to his eventual passing two months later. Yet the Christian 

gospel, Christian hope, was sadly nowhere to be seen. The Church only took on a ritualistic 

role after, not before, his death.    

 What then, given all this, might my ritual for the dying look like on the ground ? 

Clearly, there has to be recognition in this ritual that everyone is different; there will be those, 

like my old lady from Aberdeenshire, who might be happy with a prayer, yet highly 

discomforted from anointing. There will be those, like Douglas, who desire ritual in a very 

incarnational way. And there will be those, so close to death, that they are barely conscious of 

my presence yet much more aware of God’s reality. One size will simply not fit all. Just as 

we are all uniquely made in God’s image, so must the response of the pastor at someone’s 

passing take cognisance of this reality. 



 I therefore can only highlight elements, and leave it to each situation, each individual, 

which of those are brought into play at the particular time. Primarily, there have to be words 

of hope : words that speak of God’s overall control of life and death; words that point to 

death being offensive and disruptive but never final. There must be words that point beyond 

the immediate to the future, to that great eschatological hope of Scripture.16 As Henri 

Nouwen so beautifully puts it : 

If the God who revealed life to us, and whose only desire is to bring us to life, loved 
us so much that he wanted to experience with us the total absurdity of death then – 
yes, then there must be hope; there must be something more than death; there must be 
a promise that is not fulfilled in our short existence in this world; then leaving behind 
the ones you love, the flowers and trees, the mountains and the oceans, the beauty of 
art and music, all the exuberant gifts of life cannot be just the destruction and cruel 
end of all things; then indeed we have to wait for the third day.17   

I would suggest that in prayer, the pain of leaving life, of loved ones, of all the good things be 

fully recognised while, by contrast, pointing to that third day, that promise of wonderful gifts 

yet to come. That death should be truly seen as the gate, the leaving behind and the going 

forward into the unknown with God alone to guide and companion. 

 For some, the words of scripture and prayer will be enough. For others my suggested 

incarnational actions : the sign of the cross, anointing with oil, a blessing of a hand upon a 

head may impart a more tangible sense of God’s presence with us. I would want to end with 

the Communion of saints being alluded to and can think of no better way to do this than 

either quoting (or even singing) some of the great hymns of the Church. In doing this, I, the 

dying person, and maybe more especially the relatives if they be present, are reminded that I 

as pastor have no special power or gift other than that which comes from being part of that 

community of faith. It is the Church alone that ministers to the sick and needy. This stress 

upon a corporate dimension to the ritual is I suggest a peculiar (but necessary) Reformed trait. 

                                                            
16 Revelation 21:1  
17 Henri Nouwen A Sorrow Shared  (Ave Maria Press, Notre dame, Indiana,2010)  p. 102 



 In all of this there seems a great amount of doing and saying. Prior to this, before even 

launching forth into the ritual, there must be a huge amount of listening. Listening to the 

person, and listening for the Spirit. As I stated, not everyone wants the same thing. It is only 

by listening carefully that what is most appropriate for that individual will become apparent. 

 It seems to me that by adopting at least some of these principles and ideas in a 

practical form through a Ritual for the dying that we as a Church may come closer to the 

performance based, authentic Christianity so demanded by today’s youth. 18 Perhaps if we 

take death more seriously through a ritualistic framework, we, the Church, will speak to folk 

outside the pew more of real life on the ground ? 

(2) PASTORAL PRACTICE AND THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION. 

Within Brechin Cathedral, we already use technological means to enhance our pastoral 

practice. Prayer lists and requests are emailed to our Prayer circle. Email is often the first and 

primary way that I discover that someone is in hospital or has died. The minutes of our 

Pastoral team meetings invariably arrive via electronic means. In a recent discussion with 

some of my pastoral team, there was a suggestion too of prayer requests that could be 

emailed to us via our website from folk that have little or no connection with us. And also 

perhaps of posting on our website an edited form (for privacy and data protection reasons) of 

our Prayer requests for that week. 

All of this however is to regard the digital revolution as a tool to be used. Where Clay 

Shirky moves the boundaries is in his suggestion that the digital media may in fact be an 

ethos than challenges, even undermines, the existing structures, including in our case the 

Church. As Shirky puts it : 

                                                            
18 See Giselle Vincent, Elizabeth Olson, Peter Hopkins & Rachel Pain 2012 “Young People and Performance 
Christianity in Scotland” Journal of Contemporary Religion vol.27:2, p.275 



The invention of tools that facilitate group formation is less like ordinary 
technological change, and more like an event, something that has already happened. 
As a result the important questions aren’t about whether these tools will spread or 
reshape society, but rather how they do so.19 

For society, read Church. In this second section of the essay, I am going to pull out a few key 

principles from Shirky’s book and ask : what do these say to the Church in how it does its 

business, particularly its pastoral business ? Shirky may be right and the digital flood cannot 

be resisted by any dam, even a theological one. Nevertheless, I will also highlight a few areas 

where the digital revolution, particularly in the arena of social media, presents real challenges 

to a Christian ethos and where the Church may have to offer a theological critique based upon 

some of the principles of Reformed thinking we have already highlighted from Baxter’s 

advice. 

i. GROUP FORMATION 

One of the principle ways that the digital revolution changes the way we relate to each other 

is identified by Shirky as in group formation. Social media makes forming groups much 

easier, be they (as Shirky shows) a group to retrieve a stolen mobile phone, a political 

pressure group or a group to get together for social means. One might think that the Church 

could heartily embrace this; organising meetings or charitable fundraisers becomes suddenly 

easier. But I am concerned with a comment Shirky makes about many of these groups being 

formed for negative rather than positive purposes :   

Why is so much collective action focused on protest, with its emphasis on relatively 
short-term and negative goals ? One possible explanation is that it is simply easier to 
destroy than create…..perhaps collective action is more focused on protesting than 
creating because collective action is simply harder than sharing or collaborating. 20 

Admittedly, later in the same chapter Shirky pulls away a little from this comment, showing 

various ways in which collective action can be creative. But nevertheless, the comment made 

                                                            
19 Clay Shirky Here comes everybody (Penguin books, London, 2008)  p. 308 
20 Ibid. p. 311f. 



above is at least worth a theological pause. Theologically, one wants to point to a Sovereign 

God who creates, who makes order out of chaos. Sometimes (though agreeably, not always) 

collective action can be to cause chaos, not order. One example of this being the use of social 

media in the Inner city riots within the UK in summer 2011 where the police actually caught 

many of the looters through the evidence of their Facebook accounts. Now I am not arguing 

that that necessarily makes the digital revolution a bad thing; it doesn’t. But it should make us 

realise that, as with the people of Babel seeking to build a tower and have one voice21 , when 

humanity comes together it is not always solely for creative purposes. Destructiveness can 

follow in the wake of group formation.  

 Shirky also draws attention to these groups often being formed for short-term and 

fairly limited goals. Again, this contrasts strongly with an Eternal God who builds a Church 

that, while imperfect, nevertheless is a harbinger of an eternal kingdom whose goals are much 

more long-lasting. I do not dispute that social media may in future play its part as a valuable 

tool for the pastoral practice of the Church. It well may be that seventy years on from now, 

the teenagers of today  (who will be the housebound shut-ins of tomorrow) will use Skype, or 

its 22nd century equivalent to be part of an ecclesial fellowship. The minister may no longer 

visit the home, but simply video-chat to express concern and the love of God, who knows ? 

But there does come a point when we do need to recognise that fellowship is built upon face 

to face contact too. We are an incarnational faith, not simply a virtual one. The Church of 

Scotland’s Report to the General Assembly of 2009 puts it thus : 

Virtualisation reduces or negates this important foundational theological point of the 
Incarnation. Indeed, it is often argued, that the impact of virtualisation removes this 
sense altogether; especially the place of context and history, and the reality of 
personhood, identity and embodiment.22   

                                                            
21 Genesis 11: 1 ‐ 9 
22 Church & Society Council “The Internet – in whose image” Report to the General Assembly  (St. Andrew’s 
Press, Edinburgh, May 2011)  p.26 



My question is : are groups formed by virtual means likely to be long-lasting and real enough 

to provide for the pastoral needs of the Christian community which is built upon an 

incarnational foundation ? 

ii. VALUE FORMATION. 

Shirky identifies the digital revolution as providing “reciprocal altruism”23 which he 

explains as “favours are exchanged without formal bookkeeping…..certain kinds of help 

becomes social norms.”24 Again, this sounds very much like a Christian virtue; wouldn’t it be 

wonderful if everyone was nice ? Indeed, here Shirky does attempt to answer my criticism 

named above about the short shelf-life of some groups : “Reciprocal altruism requires a kind 

of communal memory, so that anyone I do a favour for is likely to be around long enough to 

repay it to me or anyone else in the community.”25 

All of this sounds commendably Christian, but again, theologically, there is an aspect 

which makes me decidedly uneasy. And it is highlighted again by the Church of Scotland 

report. It concerns values : how are an otherwise hetereogenous group to reach shared social 

mores that are recognisably Christian ? Shirky’s “reciprocal altruism” sounds good, at first. 

But surely the Christian gospel is not just about doing good to those who do good to you ? 

Indeed, Jesus Himself condemns such an attitude in the Sermon on the Mount : “if you love 

those who love you, what reward will you get ?”26  The Church of Scotland Report identifies 

that the ethos of the Internet is not necessarily Christian in its basis : “the ethos of the Internet 

changes from a gemeinschaft, a brotherhood of shared values, to a gesellschaft, a society 

regulated by external constraints.”27 Pastorally, our Church Visitors visit the elderly and 

needy not to have a favour returned later (as per reciprocal altruism) but out of Christian love 
                                                            
23 Shirky op.cit. p.313 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Matthew 5:46 (NIV) 
27 Church & Society Council op.cit. (May 2011) p.8 



and self-giving, shown supremely by God on the cross of Christ. Rightly, I think, the Church 

of Scotland report goes on to pose the question of how such virtual realities can truly engage 

as God does in Christ with a world of pain and need. There is a real danger that stress on 

virtual reality allows us to take an opt-out clause for our Christian responsibility to the very 

real needs of our neighbour next door. 

 I worry therefore that the value formation within this digital world can smack of self-

centredness. An issue ably addressed by Christian Smith in his book Soul Searching in which 

he draws attention to therapeutic individualism seen amongst American teenagers and 

prevalent often in their use of social media. Smith states :  

What then becomes collectively shared is a much thinner ethos of personal 
subjectivity, feeling, and self-fulfillment…….Therapeutic individualists seek out religious 
and spiritual practices, feelings and experiences that satisfy their own subjectively defined 
needs and wants. Faith and spirituality become centred less around a God believed in and 
God’s claims on lives and more around the believing self and its personal realisation and 
happiness.28  

Can such a self-obsessed culture really die to self and live to God as Christian pastoral 

practice so demands ? Indeed how can such therapeutic individualism cope with death, in 

which the self is deprived of its very identity, re-locating such a personal identity only within 

God ? Where is Christian discipleship ? Now, of course, the Internet is used by people and it 

is the motives of its users, rather than the tool itself, that perhaps gives cause for genuine 

theological concern. 

iii. WHERE IS ESCHATOLOGY ? 

One of the temptations the Church has often faced is to regard some novel idea or tool as 

a means to progress the kingdom of God, as if the technological achievements of humanity 

could in fact be stepping stones along the way. Shirky himself warns us against seeing the 

web as some kind of means to make the world more equal : “The limiting effect of scale of 
                                                            
28 Christian Smith Soul Searching (Oxford Press, 2009)  p. 174f. 



interaction is bad news for people hoping for the dawning of an egalitarian age ushered in by 

our social tools…..we can no longer hope for a world where everyone can interact with 

everyone else.”29 Smith too draws attention to therapeutic individualism being a limiting 

factor, leading to “one-dimensional subjective individualism”.30 Smith warns about the loss 

of tradition and what the Church would call its metanarrative, its drama of salvation, by an 

increasingly individualist world, partly at least brought on by the Internet. 

 Theologically, Shirky thus is leaving room for God to act eschatologically, though I 

doubt he himself would view my interpretation of his comments in the same way. God alone 

is left to bring in the new kingdom, not the Internet. It has its limits. It may be beneficial in 

drawing the world closer together, yet it shall never achieve the unity of purpose that is 

promised within God’s kingdom.  

And yet, I wonder if Shirky has stumbled upon another eschatological and prophetic 

aspect of the Internet’s role. Referring again to group formation, Shirky states : “The scope of 

the work that can be done by non-institutional groups is a profound challenge to the status 

quo.”31 Has Shirky identified perhaps a prophetic role for social media where the Church 

itself has fallen short ? 

 Recently in Scotland, Martha Payne, a primary school pupil did a daily blog on school 

dinners called Never Seconds. She was trying to raise money to build a kitchen for a school in 

Malawi. After an article appeared in the local press about the blog entitled “Sack the dinner 

ladies”, the local council ordered her blog shut down. The outcry against the council went 

global on social media; it was the third world Twitter site for a week. After intervention by no 

less than a government minister, the council relented. This week, Martha flies out to Malawi 

                                                            
29 Shirky  op. cit. p.95 
30 Smith op. cit. p. 177 
31 Shirky op. cit.  p.48 



with a cheque for £114,600 to build several kitchens. Gordon Ramsay, a world renowned 

chef, described Martha’s achievement as a victory for honesty.  

 Simply, almost without realising, Martha acted out a prophetic role via her blog. She 

didn’t even intend to take on the might of the local council, the girl simply complied with 

their instructions. Yet such was the global outrage against petty minded officials that Martha, 

thanks to social media, achieved charitable giving on a scale she scarcely dreamed and, more 

than that, struck a blow for honesty and the individual. Jeremiah and Amos would have been 

thrilled ! 

 While I have been cautious in the digital media’s pastoral potential up till now, I think 

its prophetic potential, both for groups and the individual is huge. There is some sense in 

which the power of social media, used rightly, becomes the Old Testament prophets of our 

age. There to criticism and undermine the status quo, including (as famously seen in Ireland 

with the child abuse by priests) the Church itself. Eschatologically, the Internet may not bring 

in the kingdom, but it can surely point to a better world ?   

iv. THE USE OF TIME. 

In section i. I had already raised the question of what the future pastoral practice of the 

Church might look like when today’s digitally savvy teenagers are the housebound shut-ins 

of tomorrow. But there is a more fundamental issue Shirky identifies concerning the use of 

time. Shirky in particular raises the question of how time can be saved (or at the very least re-

distributed) by the onset of the digital revolution : “when old costs are shed, the time and 

money saved can be applied to new things, things that were unpredictable in the old 

regime.”32 Shirky himself uses the example of how scribes gave way to printing presses, 

which in turn was subsequently overtaken by web designers. Shirky does warn however that 

                                                            
32 Shirky op. cit. p. 304 



such “net value” gained is really immeasurable since the revolution taking place is too 

fundamental for such things to be calculated. 

 I am more interested though in the theological implications of Shirky’s comments. 

Christians affirm a vision of a “new heaven and new earth”33 created solely on the action and 

initiative of God. And there is a sense in which the digital revolution is bringing about one 

form of a new earth, though I am highly cautious about attributing to humanity’s efforts what 

ultimately can only be brought by God’s sovereign and gracious action. Nevertheless, time 

saved, thanks to the new forms of digital media, do raise stewardship questions for the 

Church. If we are indeed saving time in our pastoral practices because of email, social media 

and the like, what are we using the saved time for ? Is it for further work for the kingdom or 

is it purely for our own leisure/pleasure pursuits ? In other words, if I learn more quickly via 

email than word of mouth or telephone that someone has taken ill and is in hospital, does it 

necessarily follow that my pastoral response to this situation will be quicker ? Or will I 

procrastinate (albeit unintentionally) in visiting because other emails, pastoral or even social 

in nature, intrude upon my time ? Digital media may save time, in some ways, yet create 

more situations (pastoral or otherwise) to respond to. 

 But what about the use of time on the Church’s pastoral ethos ? Shirky makes an 

interesting comment about “allowing the community to operate at more than one speed”.34 

Shirky makes this passing comment in relation to Frequently Asked Questions being updated 

more slowly than the chat channel. But I think it is an insightful comment in relation to the 

Church’s own pastoral practice. Do we, in the Church, always allow the Christian community 

to operate at more than one speed ? Do we truly value our older members who cannot 

contribute as much financially as they used to, because they are on a fixed income ? Or who 
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cannot give as much as they would like of their talents or time because of the limitations of 

infirmity ? I recall one elderly lady from my first congregation who, though confined to the 

house, played a huge pastoral role in the congregation by praying for people and sending 

them little encouraging messages – albeit in those days by post (perhaps nowadays via email 

?) ! If the Christian community truly is going to operate at different speeds, are we as tolerant 

and understanding of the elder who maybe cannot grasp the vision or latest trend in thinking 

as much as we can ? Shirky’s almost throwaway comment about people operating at different 

speeds, and therefore needing more or less time in grasping the digital revolution, does I feel 

say something profound to the Church about its business, particularly its pastoral business. 

v. PARTICIPATION. 

We have already seen the ease of group formation thanks to the digital revolution, yet this 

new media goes yet further : it breaks down the barriers preventing participation. By 

increasing freedom and forcing a change to less restrictive regulation, it makes it much 

simpler to join in. As Shirky puts it : “It is a curiosity of technology that it creates new 

characteristics in old institutions.”35 As one of the oldest institutions, this is supremely true of 

the Church. The new technology allows for much greater community participation. For the 

Church this means that traditional patterns of vocation are broken down. No longer is pastoral 

care seen as the sole preserve of the professional, the minister. Now those within the 

congregation with a pastoral heart are eager also to offer pastoral care. This is true within 

Brechin Cathedral where a small, but very able, group of visitors provide friendship visits to 

our housebound members.36 I would say however that this existed prior to any influence from 

the digital revolution though perhaps it has enhanced the process. 
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36 In the last session, Sept 2011 – June 2012 over 1000 visits were completed by our Pastoral Team. 



(3) LIMITS AND OPPORTUNITIES. 

So far we have examined some of the theological principles underlying a potential ritual 

for the dying in section 1. In section 2 I then took some of the ethos of the digital 

revolution, as outlined by Clay Shirky, to see how it might, for good or ill, impinge upon 

the pastoral practice of the Church. In the first section, theology was our driver. In the 

second section, theology was the response to secular trends. Theology thus plays a 

different role in each case : one as prima donna, two as simple respondent. Yet, I would 

suggest there are a few other clear differences in the two approaches. 

For example, in the case of participation in section v. (above) would we want a member 

of our pastoral team to preside where the ritual for the dying is administered ? If not, why 

not ? While the Reformed tradition may rightly desire to steer clear of any priestly 

authority, it nevertheless does stress the unique nature of the minister’s vocation, chosen 

by the community of faith to perform a specific role within that community. My concern, 

even allowing for the releasing of gifts which the technological revolution allows, is that 

there are I would suggest still specific pastoral functions that might be reserved to the 

“paid professional”. Curiously, I am less concerned about non-Word & Sacrament 

ministers conducting funerals; this I believe is a ministry of the Church community to the 

living. But as the trained theologian, the minister may be the only one within the 

community of faith who can judge the appropriateness of the different aspects of our 

ritual for the dying for each individual. For in ministering to the dying one is expected to 

think on one’s feet, this requires skill, training and patience. With funerals this is less so 

in most cases, since most funerals usually are conducted along a fairly standard pattern. 

The exceptions to this might be in the case of tragic death (road accident, for example), a 

child’s death or suicide. Here a whole range of further theological and psychological 

factors come into play which a lay person, however well trained, might feel intimidated 



by and unable to handle. Indeed, many trained ministers will feel all at sea in some of 

these situations ! 

In other words, theologically I do think there are limits to participation in the pastoral 

ministry of the Church. Not because the lay person isn’t good enough, but simply because 

they may lack the training and expertise.  

 A second area of difference is in the use of time raised in section iv. above. An old 

minister once reminded me that parish ministers have two times : their own time and 

Church work time. Our volunteers, assisting in pastoral care for God’s Church are giving 

up their free time to do so. As parish ministers, it is vital to remember that our pastoral 

activities are not just confined to the “Church time”, the time we are “at work”, but that 

pastoral encounters also occur in our free time.  This may be over the trolley in the 

supermarket aisle, or at the school gate. This issue of use of time is crucial if we are to 

hold on to that prime Reformed principle : God being sovereign over all moments in our 

lives. 

 One area of great similarity between the two approaches is in the stress on the 

Incarnation. I want my ritual for the dying to be concrete in symbol and action, not just 

“wordy”. So too, as I stressed in part 1 of section 2 on participation, much of our pastoral 

practice as a Church must be concrete, face to face. Email greetings, virtual prayers, are 

all well and good. But there is something about the face to face visit, the taking of the 

hand, the hug, the hand on a shoulder, that is truly incarnational, that points to the reality 

of God’s love in Jesus Christ for all of us. 

 Jean Bethke Elshtain in her book Who are we – Critical reflections and hopeful 

possibilities, is in fact very dismissive of the cyber community compared to the 

incarnational community of the Church. She describes the cyber community as a new 



“form of Gnosticism”37 stating : “Real community is mediated as we are stirred to love of 

neighbour through shared love in and through Christ.”38 Elshtain indeed emboldens my 

desire to have a very incarnational ritual for the dying. She wants the Church to 

rediscover the power of its ancient traditions as a means to convey hope in an often 

hopeless world. She states :  

We have devised ritual and ceremony to honour our incarnational comings, goings, 
and growings. Human ritual is shared incarnationality as persons, together as 
embodied selves, participate in and create meaning and recognition as the imbricated 
layers of relationality hum and, at times, burst into song.39 

In my view, Elshtain touches on something very profound : the limitations of the digital 

revolution. In the virtual world, bodies don’t matter. We can create Avatars, or new personas, 

in our social interaction. But God sees us just as we really are, in our true form.40 Pastoral 

practice has to maintain (in some form) its incarnational aspect, since human beings are flesh 

and blood creatures and not ephemeral beings. God brings the Incarnation into the equation 

and I’m not sure cyber-space can truly deal with that. 

Further, and to conclude, I believe God’s sovereignty also poses a limit to the digital 

revolution. In each week the tools of the revolution themselves change, there is no constancy; 

it is a moving travellator. Shirky may indeed challenge us; the ethos of social media does 

pose issues for today’s Church. But therein is the limitation, it is today’s Church. 

Tomorrow’s Church, under God, will have a different, new agenda to deal with. It is God 

alone who is the constant. “Today’s nanotechnology also reminds us how fundamentally 

changeable our world is, since nothing is static or immutable.”41 
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