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The Power of Virtual Space

Derek C. Hatch and Katherine G. Schmidy

The following essay emerges from the consultation of Evangeli-
cal Catholics and Catholic Evangelicals at the 2016 convention of
the College Theology Society, which brings together Catholic and
Protestant voices concerning a shared topic. In 2016, the theme of
liturgy and contemporary social and communications media was
in focus. As panelists, we offered complementary papers that have
become two sections of this essay. In the first section, Katherine
Schmidt provides a theological account of media from a Catholic
perspective. Through reflections on the mediatory charicrer of
the incarnation, she argues that para-liturgical or extra-liturgical
spaces are integral to the Eucharistic assembly and that the in-
ternet is at once challenging and cultivating such spaces. In the
second section, Derek Hatch provides an historical account of the
broader Christian engagement with media, presented through his
experience as a Baptist. He argues that, while earlier technologi-
cal approaches reinforced confessional boundaries, the internet
provides new spaces for fruitful ecumenical relationships. To-
gether, we claim that contemporary experience with social media

Theological Account of Media from a Catholic Perspective
Katherine G. Schmids ‘

The Christian tradition has a vested interest in technological
culture not only because the church is in the world and cannot

188



THE POWER OF VIRTUAL SPACE 189

be otherwise, but also because questions about technology invite
questions about mediation. And religion is about mediation. Birgit
Meyer reminds us that, “After all, the relation between religion
and media is neither as new nor as weird as was suggested by the
initial excited attention devoted to electronic mass media such as
television and film. Upon deeper reflection, media were found to
be intrinsic to religion.”! '

In what follows, I would like to argue two related points.
First, I advance the idea that Christian liturgy can be understood
as virtual. This is an expansion and concretization of the idea of
religion as mediation. Second, I would like to propose that the
virtual nature of Christian liturgy—and indeed, the virtual nature
of the church itself—turns toward a self-reflective theological
analysis of the internet. I propose under this second point thar the
internet has changed what it means to be social to such a degree
that we must now understand its social spaces as ancillary to the
liturgical spaces of the tradition.

The following reflection on the relationship of technology and
liturgy has an important starting point: what I have to say will
only apply to Christian traditions that understand what happens
in their sanctuaries and on their altars to be indispensable. That
is, the following arguments have no foothold in traditions that
understand going to church as optional for the Christian life.
What follows is contingent upon the theological import of “be-
ing there,” be it for mass or sermon, rite or reading. We might
debate the finer points of what constitutes liturgy elsewhere, but
T will take people at their word, meaning that if they are calling
it liturgy, that is what I mean by liturgy here.

I propose we understand the liturgy as “virtual” Virtuality
seems like a shiny new thing, as that which belongs properly to
a world dominated by computer-mediation. “Virtual® is a word
used by the young, the affluent, and the otherwise technologically
adept. It might even be one of those words that marks identity;
perhaps the world can already be divided into those who use it—
who know it intimately and know the world by it—and those who
don’t. If this is true at all, then “virtual”is a very important word.
We should be clear about what it means. It does not mean (only)
the new and the shiny. In fact, I contend that virtuality as a mode
of cultural production and participation is very, very old. I submit
virtuality is a possible hermeneutic for the sacramentality of the
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church. A broader and more inclusive definition of “virtual” allows
us to read different moments of Christian history as performances
of mediation that are, essentially, virtual. This understanding of
virtual refers not simply to digital contexts but to a much broader
dialectic at the heart of mediation. - ;

Because of the incarnational foundation of the Christian tradi-
tion, mediation is a central aspect of the church. This becomes
more apparent as one wades into sacramental theology, as well as
into exploring the role of scripture in the church. Indeed, it may
be the case that debates about the sacraments have very similar
battle lines, tone, and theological stakes as debates over scripture.
But at the heart of both Word and Sacrament is the radical idea
that we can experience God in the gift of mediation. The economy
of salvation and the sacramental economy speak to the deepest
aspects of what it means to be human on precisely this point.

Media stholars Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin unwit-
tingly touch upon theological anthropology in their exploration
of mediation.? They argue that the proliferation of modern media
reflects a desire for immediacy. Somewhat ironically, a desire for
immediacy actually engenders a logic of ‘hypermediacy.’ They ar-
gue that the desire for immediacy motivates and inspires all kinds
of media: “In every manifestation, hypermediacy makes us aware
of the medium or media and (in sometimes subtle and sometimes
obvious ways) reminds us of our desire for immediacy.”?

Bolter and Grusin argue that this desire is about as old as the

Renaissance. While I appreciate Bolter and Grusin’s” historical ‘- -

sensitivities, I maintain that the desire for immediacy is not an
effect of the modern view of nature but is in fact a constitutive
part of what it means to be human. This claim is theological. For
Christians, the desire for immediacy is the longing for communion
with God, the source of all truth and reality itself. In fact, the
very dialectic of immediacy and hypermediacy is essential to the
Christian imagination: the longing for communion with God and
with one another drives us into mediating structures thar reflect
- the desire for immediacy while simultaneously bespeaking the
inevitability of (hyper)mediation. When God takes flesh in Jesus
Christ, God becomes at once immediate and hypermediate to the
human condition. That is, Jesus takes human nature fully while
at the same time transforming what it means to be human. This
affects the Christian perspective of all materiality and informs the
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hypermediating practices of the as yet-insatiable human desire for
immediacy with our Creator.

The dialectic between immediacy and hypermediacy is not
frictionless. We feel it acutely in moments of miscommunication,
dropped connections, and imperfect mediations. But it is precisely
this friction that constitutes mediation and therefore constitutes
religious ritual. We can describe this friction between the desire for
immediacy and its hypermediating productivity as an essentially
virtual experience.

By describing the sacramental life of the church as virtual I
mean to highlight the various ways in which the church lives in
the productive space between immediacy and hypermediacy. More
precisely, I want to highlight the dialectic of presence and absence
upon which these logics rely, a dialectic without which the Church
and its liturgy cannot function. Virtuality is the making present of
something that is absent. Mediated presence, however, is predi-
cated upon and constantly referring back to absence. Theologically
speaking, this tension between presence and absence is just how
. we have to understand God in the world after the Ascension. As
Michel de Certeau describes it, the Church is a protracted experi-
ence of Mary Magdalene’s question, “Where have you put him?”4
We are a people with and without a Body. The tension between
presence and absence, then, is the creative space in which God
invites the church into the mystery of the God-man.

The Christological councils, ancient in their logic and definitive
in their teaching, continue to remind us of our own collapsing
tendencies with regard to the mystery of the incarnation. The
doctrine draws us into the tension between presence and absence
(as well as between humanity and divinity) but we are always
reaching to resolve it. Sometimes, we are tempted to emphasize
Christ in his divinity, carving a space for the divine in a world
that no longer has eyes to see it. Other times, we are tempted to
emphasize Jesus in his humanity, joining our sufferings and our
other distinctly human experiences to his. The teachings of the
councils function as the boundary lines for such Christological
reflection. This allows us to see the tension between humanity and
divinity, between God being present to us and utterly absent and
ineffable, as a space of our salvation. This tension functions as a
kind of necessary logic for understanding both God and the world.

It is within these doctrinal boundaries that the liturgical game
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is played. Here I will draw upon the work of sacramental theo-
logian Louis-Marie Chauvet, who builds his sacramental system
upon the idea of “symbolic exchange.” Chauvet wants to assert
the gratuitousness of grace and rescue it from the instrumental
causality that has dominated sacramental theology. He does so by
means of a contrast between two logics: “that of the marketplace
and value, based on objects in themselves, and that of symbolic
exchange, before or beyond the realm of worth and based on
the relations between subjects as such.*$ According to Chauvet,
‘a symbol is that which “introduces us into a realm to which it
itself belongs.”® It “brings with itself the entire socio-cultural
system to which it belongs.”” A symbol is fundamentally about
the relationship between subjects for Chauvet, for it is meant to
“join the persons who produce or receive it with their cultural
world (social, religious, economic...) and so to identify them as
subjects in their relations with other subjects.” Symbols are not
mere representations of another reality; they are a “function of
summons or challenge, of coming-to-presence...of communication
between subjects.”® Contrasted with the logic of market exchange,
“the symbol is by its nature outside the realm of value. What is
important is not the utility of the object, but the exchange that it
permits between the subjects.”®

I want to recapitulate Chauvet’s sacramental theology using
Genesis 2-3. The Garden reminds us that we possess an objectify-
ing tendency that often eclipses communion with God and each
other. Reaching for the-fruit is reaching for divinity as an object
to be possessed, made in our own image and responding to our
demands. The temptation is to dominate by objectification, to
respond to our desire for immediacy with divinity by taking it for
ourselves and making ourselves little gods. In short, it is to act
without regard for our identity as creatures and God’s identity
as Creator. In tragic irony, our objectifying tendency born out of
the desire for immediacy results in a mediated relationship with
God, as our expulsion from the Garden means an expulsion from
God’s unmediated presence. .

But in the beauty of God’s redemptive creativity, mediation is
not just a mark of our sin; it is also the means for our salvation.
The sacraments are a symbolic system of actions, words, and
objects that evoke both presence and absence. Inasmuch as the
sacraments are meant to bring us into the presence of God, they
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are also meant to remind us of God’s absence. Their corporality
bespeaks the grace of God in Christ, who takes flesh to redeem us.
- And their corporality bespeaks God’s absence from us by point-
ing us back to the mediation that marks our humanity and our
distance from God after the Garden and this side of the eschaton.
It is precisely here that the sacraments reveal themselves as virtual:
They are suspended in the uncomfortable and productive tension
between presence and absence. To live incarnationally is to live
suspended between these two without collapsing one into the
- other. To emphasize presence over absence is to covet a closure of
- the distance between creature and Creator; to emphasize absence
over presence is to doubt the apostolic witness that God dwelt
among us in a real way.

So what does understanding the sacramental economy and
its liturgical instantiation as virtual do for the church? Bringing
the virtual into a theological mode can begin to expose biases
and fears about technological culture that can be barmful to the
church’s relationship to the historical moment in which it exists.
By acknowledging the centrality—and indeed, the theological
necessity—of mediation in the church, we are better equipped to
evaluate the media ecology in which we live and work. We can
acknowledge the anthropological truths at the heart of cultural
particularities and- trends. Moreover, we can have theologically
rigorous conversations about the place of the church in techno-
logical culture that neither reduce the church to a pastoral ideal
nor oversimplify the culture into an amalgam of corrosive forces.

This rigor is especially important given the sociological chal-
lenges currently facing the American church. Christian traditions in
the United States are facing the problem of dramatic disaffiliation,
sometimes referred to as the rise of the “nones.”*® This is a multi-
faceted phenomenon for which it would be foolish to propose root
causes. Taking the moment for what it is, however, my analysis
of this moment is that we live, regardless of geographic location,
in a suburbanized economic culture, wherein traditional centers
of social life have become simply one aspect among many from
which we choose as we construct personal identity. This means
that religion, too, is suburbanized, insofar as religious communities
no longer function as the center of communities of all kinds, and
therefore no longer function as the center of social life.

Given this sociological landscape, understanding the virtual as
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a theological category can open creative ways to re-engage social
life. T propose that we diagnose our current social moment in the
church by asking after the theological relationship between the
altar or sanctuary and the vestibule or fellowship hall. The latter
are liminal ecclesial spaces that can function as strong symbols
of the church/world relationship. They are threshold spaces that
function extra-liturgically but are still liturgically referential.
These are the spaces of sodalities, Bible studies, prayer groups,
schools, homeschool co-ops, labor unions, and bowling leagues.
American Christian communities have at certain points in their
history enjoyed a great variety and robustness of these spaces, ex-
tending well beyond the vestibule or hall and into neighborhoods,
towns, regions, and cities. To the degree that American religious
communities- are suburbanized, they can no longer rely on the
traditional ancillary social spaces to form the complex network
that reinforces; sometimes daily, the church as the center of one’s
social life. Rendered a choice among many in the logic of market
exchange, the church is thrust now into a system with a volun-
taristic logic that is alien to the pedagogy of symbolic exchange.

From a Catholic perspective, the sacramental efficacy of the
Eucharistic assembly is not affected by these spaces. This is the
heart of ex opere operato. But this does not exclude a theological
relationship between these ancillary social spaces and the sacra-
mental life of the church. The spaces are “ancillary” because they
are supportive of the Eucharistic assembly insofar as they are

“ the very spaces that make up the cultural frame of reference for- - -

the sacramental rite. They are “social” insofar as they are spaces
wherein the members of the Body of Christ have the opportunity to
practice the symbolic exchange learned in the powerful pedagogy
of the Eucharist. Put more simply, these ancillary social spaces
are the spaces of potential acts of Christian charity between the
members of the Body. These are the sites for potential communion,
a sort of connective tissue between each Eucharist. Therefore,
while their successes and failures do not affect the sacrament as
such, they do represent an important feature of the viability of
the Body of Christ as a eucharistic people.

The dense networks of social communication that sustained
a robust liminal space symbolized by the vestibule or hall have
become weak, nonexistent, or replaced by new means of connec-
tion in this technological paradigm. But we cannot simply name
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this crisis and double down on doctrine, tempting though it may
be. What is before us, I believe, is a moment of great opportunity,
wherein the church should pay careful attention to the ancillary
social spaces being created and maintained by and among the
members of the Body through technology. This does not neces-
sarily mean that we all begin live-tweeting Sunday services. But
it may mean that pastors and leaders stop joking about Twitter
and start asking the young people who remain in their communi-
ties about the role that platforms like Twitter play in their social
lives. It means that the church make concerted efforts to produce
technologically literate leaders who are open to understanding the
ways in which the internet has changed and continues to change
what it means to be social. It is a time of possibility, wherein the
catholicity of the church can be brought to the fore as consonant
with a cultural paradigm of virtuality.

I want to provide two examples of technological changes
regarding these ancillary spaces, the first of which is closer to
the liturgical life of the church than the second. Both examples
demonstrate the importance of ancillary social spaces, as well as
the way those spaces have already come to rely upon technology
for their initiation and cultivation.

A few years ago, I was part of a group of women who sus-
tained our parish’s eucharistic adoration ministry. We each took
an hour or two a week to make sure that the Blessed Sacrament
was not left alone in a side chapel. While it is not-a Mass, adora-
tion ministry is a liturgical act that represents an ancillary space -
for further eucharistic pedagogy and for potential communion
between members of the Body of Christ. This is a commonplace
ministry for Catholic parishes the world over and one sustained
by many people before me, including my grandmothers. One cu-
rious feature of my experience of this ministry, however, is that I
only knew what two of the women in the group looked like: the
one who had the hour before me and the one who had the hour
after me. I knew everyone’s name and I’m sure [ was at Mass with
many of them. I also knew everyone’s email address. The entire
ministry was sustained over email, which is not altogether unique
for many communities today. One reading of this experience is
that the network functioned as the newest tool for the logistical
realities of parish life. In light of the idea of the church as vir-
tual, however, this email chain becomes another moment of the
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church’s sacramental life that relies on the dialectic of presence
and absence. In a sense, the space created by this email list was
a microcosm of the church itself: its theological center was the
Eucharist, and its members are both present and absent to one
another over space and time. :

A second anecdote of these ancillary social spaces is less di-
rectly liturgical. I recently found myself at the first meeting of a
new chapter of Young Catholic Professionals. Young people from
all over the diocese had gathered at a local bar to pray, have a
drink, network, and plan. Here before me stood the children of
suburban Catholicism, isolated in this parish or that, reaching
through cyberspace for community. Indeed, the impetus for the
entire ministry is to connect young Catholics to older Catholic
professionals in order to help them sustain their Catholic identity
in non-Catholic work settings. On the one hand, Young Catholic
Professionals is the new generation of the ancillary Catholic social
spaces of old. On the other, it is inflected with a technological and
organizational logic that reflects a tacit response to the erosion of
these spaces in a paradigm of fracture, anxiety, and the longing
for extra-liturgical communal practices.

We may long for a time in the church when it was simple—
when iPhones didn’t ring during the consecration and people
talked face to face to plan liturgies. But the Incarnation is about
mediation—the person Jesus Christ, the church he founded, and
the Word inspired by the Spirit to bring us into contact with the
living God. As we struggle with media and technology, we may
come to realize that our struggle is simply another form of lament
over life outside of the Garden. The church is already well-versed
in the world of mediation, and the opportunity before us is to
bring our rich and ancient traditions of mediation to bear on the
mediated world in which the church now lives.

The media ecology within which the church must find a way
to thrive often forces Christians to come face to face with the
brokenness of the ekklesia. Members of various Christian com-
munities and traditions continually run into one another online,
often with vitriolic consequences. In what follows, however, we
attempt to present the other side of this new experience of old
divisions, asking whether online space—as another sort of extra-
liturgical social space—can actually function as a paradigm for
ecumenical dialogue and even friendship.
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Broader Christian Engagement with Media
Derek C. Hatch

While it is worth stating that technology has been with the

church from the beginning (consider that even the production
of the material elements of the Eucharist requires some form of
making), the focus of this consultation is on something more
peculiar. It is not hard to find an opinion about technology in the
church, whether focused on questions of projector screens (or
even flat panel televisions) within the sanctuary (a question that
has been going on in evangelical churches for at least the past
two decades), the use of online methods for tithing, at least one
church’s experiment with a holographic projection of the pastor
in satellite campuses of his church, not to mention other curiosi-
ties even further afield, such as the emergence of churches wholly
located online (e.g., Second Life church) and moral deliberations
about whether virtual interactions violate physical relationships
and commitments. While these questions (and many others) are
serious, and some may even be fascinating to examine, I want to
focus on the role of technology in ecumenical endeavors. To do so,
I will offer a broad overview of the ways in which technology has
impacted confessional boundaries in prior historical eras as well
as in the more contemporary period (with a particular emphasis
on the latter for liturgy). I should state that these observations
are very broad and subject to further discussion, nuance, and
detail (especially concerning key exceptional cases). Despite the
potential overreach of my broader comments, I do think some key
differences will come to the fore, differerices that might sharpen
our understanding of how technology in general (and social com-
munications media in particular) might shape our conception and
practice of liturgy as well as the ever-present ecumenical challenges
facing the body of Christ today.

As has been discussed by numerous historians, the Protestant
Reformation gained traction and perhaps came to fruition because
of the invention of the movable type printing press by Johannes
Gutenberg in the mid-fifteenth century. While this new technology
was initially used for scholarly work, it fueled humanist initellectual
interests, including those involving the primary languages of the
Bible." After all, once he refined the printing process, Gutenberg’s -
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major printed work was completed—a whole edition of the Latin
Vulgate around 1455. Several decades later, printing expanded its
aim to the wider masses. When the spark of the Reformation was
litin 1517 with Martin Luther’s hand-written Ninety-five Theses,
it was the printing press that spread that small fire into a blaze.
Soon various editions of Protestant texts by Luther, John Calvin,
Ulrich Zwingli, Martin Bucer, and others were scattered across
Europe. Moreover, while the first Bible produced by Gutenberg’s
invention was a Catholic version, it was the Protestants who
dominated the reproduction of the biblical text. In 1522, Luther
completed a German translation of the New Testament from
the original Greek, and by 1534, his entire German Bible was
in production. Other vernacular translations were created and
printed, serving the Reformation’s aim to make Scripture more
accessible to the laity. So important is the printing press to the
events of the Reformation that historian Philip Schaff described
its role as providential .12

Several centuries later, the energy provided by the printing
press to the reform-minded Protestants had not generated reform,
but in fact division. One example of such separation is found in
the nineteenth-century American context where Catholic school-
children were caught between the publicly available schools and
their Protestant shape, emblematized by the use of the King James
Bible. In Philadelphia, Bishop Francis Patrick Kenrick asked that
Catholic schoolchildren in public schools be allowed to recite
the Ten Commandments: from the authorized Catholic Douay
Bible. This request was granted, but the response by anti-Catholic
protestors was fierce. Riots broke out, killing several people and
injuring many more.’® Additionally, there was significant damage
to property, including several Catholic churches in the city. In
Boston in 1859, numerous Catholic children refused to recite the
King James version of the Ten Commandments. No riots broke
out this time, though it fueled the creation of Catholic parochial
schools, in effect further dividing Catholic and Protestant children
from one another. ;

While there were certainly occasions when print books and
articles served the uniting impulse of ecumenism, these incidents
and others highlight the role of technology in reinforcing divi-
sions within the body of Christ. In short, there were Catholic
Bibles and Protestant Bibles, and there were Catholic books and
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Protestant books. Within Protestantism, there are even more
_ divisions—Methodist books, Presbyterian books, Baptist books,
etc. Someone inhabiting this world was (and occasionally still
is) reminded of this state of affairs. Thus, even though accessing
intellectual sources from another tradition was possible (and
some rare few did such work), it was difficult to do so because
the inventory of university libraries and confessional bookstores
also operated along these conventional lines. Why would a Baptist
bookstore have a Catholic book or Bible? Why would a Catholic
-school library carry a Lutheran periodical? Moreover, there was a
social stigma attached to serious engagement with a neighboring
Christian tradition, as though such interest meant a departure from
and betrayal of one’s present home. With these broad observations
in place, we see a steep uphill climb for any efforts at ecumenism.
Turning to the contemporary period, it seems that the internet
and its creation of new virtual spaces (as well as new reflections
on old virtual spaces) has offered different contributions to the
work of ecumenism. Of course, the rise of disaffiliation (mentioned
in the first section) and the dissolution of the subcultures that
undergirded many traditions are at work in bringing the diversity
of Christians into closer proximity. Now Catholics and Baptists
have great difficulty speaking solely within their distinct confes-
sional circles. This creates a fertile ground for friendships that
-transform the most pressing ecumenical questions. As indicated
above, indicated, liminal ecclesial spaces (e.g., universities, neigh-
borhoods, labor- unions) have become significant for the church/
world relationship. Interestingly, they have also become some-
" what ecumenical. Insofar as this is the case, liturgical reflections,
especially among Protestants, have taken on a mote catholic tone
and shape. That is, whereas previously confessional boundaries
(including their liturgical elements) were reinforced by technol-
ogy, a different dynamic exists presently, as can be observed in
several ways. .

First, access to musical resources such as hymnals has cer-
tainly increased, but the openness to alternate songs and musical
traditions (e.g., Gregorian chant) has been augmented by digital
archives and collections.!s Baptists can borrow Catholic, Lutheran,
or Orthodox hymns. Moreover, the space that print books inhabit
is different. For instance, I recently purchased an Eastern Orthodox
service book for Holy Week and Pascha as well as Dom Gregory
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Dix’s The Shape of the Liturgy, neither of which come from my
tradition. Yet not only was the means by which I purchased these
books different (a website as opposed to a confessionally affiliated
brick-and-mortar store), the purchase carried with it less of the
stigma that might have occurred if these texts were purchased in
- a previous era. ,

Second, many free-church Protestant traditions have cultivated
greater familiarity with the lectionary and the rhythm of the
liturgical calendar. Both the Revised Common Lectionary and
the Catholic lectionary are openly available in numerous places.
Within Baptist life and thought, a great deal of liturgical renewal
has come about as a result of preaching according to the lection-
ary (or at least one of the texts found therein). For free-church
Protestants, this new rhythm has prompted an openness to aspects -
of the calendar that were viewed as off-limits (e.g., Lent). Now,
rather than sharp divisions along confessional boundaries (divi-
sions that involve the Bible as well), the shared use of the liturgical
calendar brings Christians from different traditions into Liturgical
proximity (and perhaps even contact) with one another.

Third, numerous liturgical resources are available on the
internet. Many of these transcend confessional boundaries. The
Taizé community most certainly predates this new context, but
the spread and influence of this ecumenical monastic movement
has increased as a result of their efforts to share songs and prayers
with a community the boundaries of which extend far beyond
this small French village. Similarly, other liturgical resources have -
emerged through crowd-sourcing. One particular blog, which
receives and catalogues liturgical elements such as calls to wor-
ship, prayers, litanies, and benedictions, is operated by a female
Mennonite. Even the Roman Missal—all 1,500 pages of it—can
be accessed digitally.

Finally, devotional materials have become more widely avail-
able due to social communications media. For instance, the Book -
of Common Prayer daily office is available on Twitter in several
formats. Orthodox icons are visible on Instagram and Pinterest.
The presence of these materials on the internet is interesting for
several reasons. Not only are they present to people who may not
have seen them previously, but they introduce a diachronic element
to the virtual space. For example, the use of the daily office on
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Twitter issues an invitation to participation — an invite that most
certainly has an ecumenical character.

These developments are not exceptional cases; they exist within
a deeper trajectory that moves toward something like catholic-

- ity. Further, recent treatments of liturgy by evangelicals have not
maintained confessional boundaries, but embraced all liturgical
resources in hopes of renewing their liturgical shape by engaging
all voices within the great tradition. This leads to another ques-
tion: Are these encounters and their fruits truly ecumenical? To
be sure, if they are, then the form of ecumenical engagement seen
here is without a doubt more diffuse and hard to track. Unlike
more conventional ecumenical approaches (which have sought
formal multi-lateral dialogues and high-level meetings), this ap-
proach occurs more tacitly, on the parish or congregational level,
within worship planning sessions, or in conversations in virtual
spaces on social media. On first glance, this might even look like
chaos, with the potential to destroy confessional identity (certainly
a few Baptists in my part of the world would think so). Yet, the
result of this new virtual ecumenism is certainly greater diversity
of liturgical practice, but also liturgical encounters that fuel an
embrace of the wider catholicity of the church.

In many ways, it seems that this sort of engagement resonates
with the ecumenical dialogue discussed in the 1995 encyclical Ut
Unum Sint. There, John Paul II speaks of dialogue as more than
an exchange of ideas, but rather “an exchange of gifts.”'” The
ways in which litutgical resources and rhythms have been shared
by these new media open up lines of communication that were
not previously present or acknowledged. The role of liturgy in
ecumenical dialogue was also highlighted. John Paul II stated that
liturgical renewal had occurred in the Catholic Church as well
as in “certain other Ecclesial Communities.” He noted that more
frequent Eucharistic celebration and relative synchronization of
liturgical readings (i.e., through the lectionaries) are the fruit of
this ecumenical effort.’®

Contemporary ecumenical conversations have focused on what
Catholic theologian Paul Murray has called “receptive ecumen-
ism.” This strategy shifts the focus from teaching other traditions
about one’s own ecclesial home. Instead, as was described in an
international conference in 2006 on the subject, what is pursued
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is “a mutual process in which each offers its own gifts as well as
receiving from those of others” in which “the primary emphasis is
upon learning rather than teaching.”'® This stance, then, does not
look for the uncrossable boundaries between traditions, but the
gifts that open up space for new life together. Without a doubt,
liturgy (and its shapé within various ecclesial communities) is
one of those gifts. As Peter Leithart states, even though receptive
ecumenism is not a smooth path, when pursued, “Christians fall
in love with the presence of God in the people, practices, and
structures of other Christian traditions.”2°

Insofar as the various forms of social communications media
have aided Christians of diverse traditions to not only see their
brothers and sisters as such, but also to produce a genuine open-
ness to their liturgical practices, steps toward receptive ecumenism
have taken place. As we have noted, for free-church Protestants,
something like a liturgical renewal movement has occurred. Yet
more than liturgical shape is transformed. In the spirit of the
ancient church axiom lex orandi, lex credendi, as new liturgical
practices give rise to better theological reflections, new horizons
are recognized. In other words, a growing Baptist embrace of the
rhythm of the liturgical year can prompt reflections on salvation
as participation in the pilgrim church on its sojourn toward union
with God or the role of saints in deepening this regular pattern. As
a result, ecumenical possibilities will emerge as well, and each of
these in small yet significant ways will contribute to the realization
of the one, holy, catholic, and-apostolic church. ?

The two parts of this essay highlight the role of extra-ecclesial

-encounters within liminal spaces (e.g., fellowship halls and blogo-
sphere) in deepening the ties that bind together the Body of Christ.
These spaces, previously overlooked or relativized, now play a
significant part in maintaining and passing on the faith. These
spaces (digital or otherwise) are virtual, meaning that they oscillate
between presence and absence, both concerning Christ himself and
the eschatological ekklesia. As such, further reflection is needed in
order to fully discover how these extra-liturgical spaces fruitfully
support the liturgical life of the church. ;

This consultation yielded some new directions for future col-
laboration. The most promising of these is investigating how the
confessional differences between Christian traditions affect their
distinct approaches to technology. While more consideration is
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certainly needed along these lines, both of us suspect that the more
open approach that Free Church traditions have toward technol-
ogy in their liturgies owes in large part to the nature of their sac-
ramental theologies and congregational-based ecclesiologies. This
only furthers the claims made in this essay that the sacramental life
of the church is not merely subject to technological culture, but is
instead intimately interwoven with the technological paradigm.
It is our hope that future scholarship in subjects such as ecumen-
ism, sacramentalism, and ecclesiology attends to these dynamics.
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