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ABSTRACT

Digital worship is conceptualized as strategies religious organizations use to conduct online
religious activities. The growth of digital worship has advanced over the last two decades as
communication technologies become part of society’s day-to-day activities. This is where
individuals can access worship services on their gadgets at a given time. They access worship
programs and watch them in the comfort of their couch — wearing home clothes — while driving,
eating, and studying. There is a shortage of substantive knowledge on how individuals’ digital
worship should guide people to worship. Hence, three main research gaps have been identified:
knowledge, population, and methodology. Subsequently, the study aimed to explore digital
worship conduct and propose a framework that enhances adequate online worship. This single case
descriptive study used communication theory to propose a framework for the digital worship of
Africans. Purposeful sampling was employed to select 8 participants, composed of students from
a faith-based organization who voluntarily participated in the study from different African
countries. The data was collected using in-depth interviews through WhatsApp calls, audio
recorded, and transcribed verbatim. The data was analyzed using HyperResearch, a qualitative
data analysis software, by coding and grouping codes into categories and themes. The themes that
emerged comprise digital fellowship, virtual connection, active participation, hybrid worship,
online platforms, worship mindset, evangelism tool, flexibility, preparedness, distraction,
expensive, less human connection, creative content, outreach ministry, and spiritual responsibility.
Digital worship should be used in a hybrid form where individuals would praise and adore God
with a worship mindset that despite less rigor of attire, the worshippers should be in tune with God.
Digital worship provides flexibility for views. However, it might have costs and significant health
issues for viewers. Further studies should conduct a quantitative multiple regression in different
faith-based contexts to test the framework.
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INTRODUCTION

Digital worship or ministry are interchangeable terms (Kiiciikvardar, n.d; Panzer, 2021).
Digital worship refers to a religious group’s use of the Internet to carry out religious activities
(Campbell, 2006). Religious organizations have used digital worship to conduct their religious
activities online. It intends to facilitate worship services in different forms (Kiigiikvardar, n.d;
Barna, 2021; Campbell, 2006; 2011). The worship services varied from a church livestream via
YouTube, Facebook, and Zoom, book discussion via WhatsApp calls and Messenger, and
watching spiritual TikTok videos (Hollinghurst, 2020; Relevant Magazine, 2022). The growth of
digital worship has advanced over the last two decades as communication technologies have
become part of society's day-to-day activities (Campbell, 2011; Hollinghurst, 2020; Mamman-
Muhammad, 2022).

Despite the challenges digital worship poses to traditional churches, it also creates an
avenue of opportunities for churches with a mission-oriented spirit. For instance, people could find
a “digital Jesus online in three ways, which are key to digital evangelism with a holistic approach
to the mission as God” (Hollinghurst, 2020, p. n.d). The digital Jesus could be found (a) God-
fearing with an online church system (His body), (b) Christian website (personal ministry), and (c)
“individual personal Christians building a relationship via social media, groups, memes, videos
and webpages” (Hollinghurst, 2020, p. n.d). Finally, digital worship is a communication revolution
that brings a paradigm shift to the postmodern era to empower Christians to advance God’s
Kingdom by His Christ through social media platforms.

With the advancement of digital worship offers, limited studies have been conducted
(Barna, 2022; Campbell, 2011; Hollinghurst, 2020; Pew et al., 2022) on how an individual ought
to worship digitally. For instance, when a worshiper watches a video on a church channel or
website or attends a Zoom worship meeting, how shall the worshipers portray themselves in God’s
presence — when there is a disconnection (offline) with a person on the video? (Hollinghurst, 2020;
Campbell, 2011). Could there be a framework for digital worship? The literature presents a dearth
of studies based on knowledge, population, evidence, and methodology on worshippers who
should worship digitally (Campbell, 2011; Miles, 2017). Therefore, this study aims to understand
digital worship and its elements and benefits and propose a framework that enhances the Biblical
model of worship through digital worship based on the African context. The study seeks to answer
the four research questions: (a) to define digital worship as compared to traditional in-person
worship; (b) to understand how to worship God digitally (c) describe the benefits of digital
worship; (d) Which digital framework enhance Biblical worship. This study aimed to define digital
worship based on participants' perceptions and understand how to worship God in a digital age,
finding out its benefits and disadvantages to provide a comprehensive way of communicating with
God through digital platforms. Through a qualitative single case study design, the findings suggest
digital worship is a means to encounter God through various digital platforms; it involves
reverence for God and a worship mindset free of distraction. Despite digital worship being
accessible to everyone, unfortunately, not everyone can afford to watch it due to internet costs
based on the African context and the lack of human interaction based on communication compared
to traditional worship.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

The review of related literature guides the searcher and readers to a broader understanding
of the main topic of the study and its objectives (Joyner et al., 2013;2018). To understand the study,
the literature review begins with a brief historical background, then presents the Biblical
framework of worship and the framework of digital worship in the African context.

Although digital worship has advanced over the years (Hollinghurst, 2020; Campbell,
2020), it also poses substantive challenges for churches and the Biblical model of worship and
how individuals worship (Bosch, 1991;2011; Campbell, 2020). Campbell (2020) asserted that “the
more significant challenge churches face is moving from the technological “how” to the
ecclesiological “how.” (p. 53) Bosch (1991;2011) asserted that the “advance of science and
technology and with them, the worldwide process of secularization seem to have made faith in
God redundant” might be seen as a broader crisis for mission and church because “why turn to
religion if we have ways and means of dealing with the exigencies of modern life?” (p. 23). That
is because digital worship might disrupt the traditional way of worship. On the other hand, worship
is conceptualized as “the humble adoring, life-encompassing declaration of the absolute
worthiness of God as Creator and Redeemer.” (Pincombe, 2010, p. 10) Worshipers demonstrate
God’s authority through faith, reverence for God, and total obedience to His Word (Peterson, 1992;
Pincombe, 2010). Therefore, worship evolves attitudes and actions (Pincombe, 2010). That is how
to worship (individual and collective) and share one’s worship experience (action) with others.
Pincombe (2010) stated, “We are to worship God in spirit and truth, that is, with the Spirit’s
enabling grace and with our attention focused upon Christ who is the Truth—the One who
accomplished our redemption.” (p. 12) The below section provides the historical background of
the study and a Biblical framework of worship.

Historical Background

Digital worship or online church existed for over three decades (O’Leary, 1996). However,
the need for digital worship was felt in March 2020 when the World Health Organization (WHO)
announced the outbreak of the corona virus commonly known as Covid 19 (Campbell, 2011; Dyer,
2020; WHO, 2020). To prevent the outbreak of the virus, government entities implemented health
measures protocols such as continuous lockdowns, wearing masks in public places, closing public
places, such as churches, and finally, vaccination (Gozum et al., 2021; Moon, 2020; Nyarko et a.,
2020). To ensure continuous religious interaction of faith-based individuals, different churches
around the world opt to embark on the online church through various social media and application
platforms such as Zoom, Google Meetings, Skype, Facebook, YouTube, etc. (Yohannes, 2018;
Paw et al., 2022). Nevertheless, some of those measures led church leaders to ask the question,
“how do we do church online?” (Dyer, 2020, p. 53) The question, however, might not be about
how to do church online but rather about “its ecclesiological” (Dyer, 2020, p. 53). The
technological aspect might lead to the selection of different platforms to broadcast the service,
while the ecclesiological ventures provide a structural platform where one encounters a personal
interaction with God through singing, interacting, and listening to sermons (Dryer, 2020;
Campbell, 2006; 2011).
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Biblical of Worship

There has been an ongoing discussion among the Christian circle on biblical worship —
how should one worship God? Is there a specific model of worship? What role does culture play
in worship? Can culture be obliterated as one worships God? (Bauer, 2009; Canale, 2009;
Doukhan, 1997; Goldstein, 1997; Lilianne, 2003b). Biblically, the Bible answers some of these
questions of how one must worship God from the creation account and symbols of worshiping
God. When God accomplished His creation, He set an example for Adam and Eve to worship Him.
The Bible depicted a God who rested on the Seventh day and “hallowed it” (Gen 2:1-3). Doukhan
(1999) posited that worshipping is a response to creation. Goldstein (1997) affirmed that God
constantly invites His people to worship Him throughout the scriptures. The Bible also emphasizes
symbol worship such as the Lord’s Supper, baptism, Scripture reading, prayer, and music. All of
them are symbols designed to communicate the significance of worship. They should enhance the
worship experience and make it meaningful as the congregation experiences personal and
corporate relationships with God (Lilianne, 2003b).

The Hebrew root word for worship essentially signifies bowing down or becoming
prostrate. Hence, the term conveys the magnificence of what is meant to be revered. We should
humbly submit and prostrate ourselves before the Creator, as everything else depends entirely on
Him (Isaiah 6:1-13) (Goldstein, 1997; Moskala, 2010; Nixon, 2003; Schneeweiss, 2015). The
Bible is limited to illustrating a model that exemplifies how humanity should worship (Bauer,
2009). However, there were several instances in which God’s people worshipped Him differently.
Through Bible study and prayer, they worshipped God with celebration, gifts, and offerings.
Hence, worship should involve reverence to God as the author of life — the celebration [joy] of His
outstanding work through a manifestation of gifts and offerings from the heart to fulfill His mission
(Matt 28:18-20). Worship God involves Bible study and prayer, acknowledging Him daily as
preparation to live with Him eternally (Case, 2011; Holmes, 1997; Moskala, 2010).

Further, worship of God involves corporate or congregationally. Worship is a corporate
endeavor when we approach God as a unified group of faithful individuals. It encompasses both
the vertical and horizontal aspects of worship. Frequently, our interactions with those around us
are restricted during worship. However, genuine worship should draw us nearer to God and foster
a stronger connection with the community of worshipers. Due to our churches’ increasing
multicultural and multigenerational nature, the horizontal dimension has become challenging.
Each distinct group seeks to manifest worship in its unique manner (Bauer, 2009; Lilianne, 2003b,
2003a).

Culturally, people worship God through the lenses of their culture. Culture “refers to
personal refinements such as classical music, the fine arts, world philosophy, and gourmet
cuisine.” (Ferraro & Andreatta, 2018, p. 26). Despite our culture significantly influencing how
worshippers worship, it is essential to maintain that true worship is solemn to God and shouldn’t
be intermediated with anything or person (Bauer, 2009). However, through culture, individuals
perceive who God is and how He desires to connect anywhere. Finally, the essence of worship
revolves around an authentic connection with God rather than mere rituals.

Furthermore, it encompasses one’s entire way of life (Moskala, 2010). Similarly, in digital
worship, regardless of where and how it is accessible, the worshipers must maintain reverence for
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God despite their physical location or space. Their hearts and minds will be in tune with God as
they digitally watch, read, and worship God.

METHODOLOGY

This study used a qualitative research approach through constructivist or interpretivism
philosophy (Saunders et al., 2023). Specifically, it used a single-case design. A case study is an in-
depth description and analysis of a bounded system (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This study was
conducted among African students in a faith-based university, represented by different countries:
Togo, Angola, Cameroon, Kenya, Zimbabwe, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. A
purposeful sampling technique was used to collect data from 8 participants, including church
administrators, district pastors, and church members (students) who voluntarily participated in the
study (Saunders et al., 2019). The data collection procedure was possible after obtaining
permission from the institution’s ethical review. The researchers send informed consent to
participants and inquire about their availability to participate in the study. The data collection was
based on a semi-structural interview — open-handed questions and in-depth interviews. The
interview was audio recorded using a cellphone with the participant’s permission. Each
participant's interview took approximately 25 minutes or less on different days. The researchers
utilized Yin’s (2016) framework to analyze the data. The framework involves compiling,
disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, conclude. The phases include coding, categorizing
codes into groups, and creating themes utilizing HyperResearch. The study used a combination of
three ethical frameworks of Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015 and Creswell, 2016. The framework
comprises informed consent, confidentiality, informing participants about the data, ensuring
participants’ safety and privacy, and reporting the data ethically. Each step was used to ensure
ethical research. The trustworthiness of this study was ensured using Lincoln and Guba’s (1985)
framework, which addressed credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The
transferability of the findings to different research settings is left to the researcher, who should
provide “enough detail of the study’s context so that comparison can be made.” (Merriam &
Grenier, 2019, p. 29)

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results of this study have emerged with various themes. The findings encapsulate the
concept of digital worship compared to in-person worship, how to worship God digitally, the pros
and cons of digital worship, and finally, a proposed framework of digital worship for the
framework context. The data supported these themes.

The Definition of Digital Worship as Compared to
In-person Worship

Digital worship, compared to in-person worship, has generated two themes: definition,
digital fellowship, and virtual connection. Digital worship has been defined as a platform that
offers digital fellowship through social media, providing virtual worship for worshippers to
encounter God digitally. A participant mentioned, “YouTube and Facebook are social media
platforms offering avenues to live stream religious activities. However, there are other websites
that give you a place to host your service online.” Social media platforms offer significant benefits
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for digital worship to experience sermon presentations, music, and prayer meetings, where they
could participate regardless of physical location. Although digital fellowship has been intensely
used during the COVID-19 pandemic in most parts of the world (Kidder & Hucks, 2020), the most
frequent term used to define digital worship has been a digital culture (Marquez, 2019)
emphasizing a community of people who subscribe to the digital fellowship modality of worship.
Studies conducted by Pew found differences in individual perception of attending digital
fellowship modality as one preferred to participate in digital fellowship while another preferred to
attend in-person worship (Nortey, 2023; Smith et al., 2023). Virtual connection allows worship
access to online gatherings, online worship, and worship in their physical space and location. One
participant, Facebook, stated, “I define worship as getting into a worship experience through the
platform of electronic means, allowing someone to connect with people not in the same
geographical location as themselves.”” Unlike in-person worship, digital worship provides a virtual
connection to worship from their physical space and location to strengthen their faith (“virtual
faith””) when worship is conducted in the spirit of adoration and devotion to God (Hasel, 2008).

How to Worship God Digitally

Worship God digitally requires active participation based on commitment, communion,
mission outreach, mediation, and virtual interaction. It is essential that when one worships God
digitally, worship should be hybrid with elements of Biblical principles through an interpersonal
fellowship. Digital worship cannot worship God without an online platform, whether through
media with a target audience, worship setting, or exclusive style. Praise and adoration are also part
of worshiping God digitally because the worship should present preaching where the participants
can listen to the word of God being spoken, singing that leads to total surrender. Finally,
worshiping God digitally requires a worship mindset devoted to God with meaningful reverence.
A participant. Messenger stated that contextually speaking, from what I understand, Biblical
worship is always in the context of interpersonal relationships. It was made so that people would
come together to worship God. They would gather in one place to seek God, praise Him, and have
the word of God opened. Facebook stated that digital worship attempts to mimic the experience of
in-person worship when done well. The literature presents exhaustive ways to worship God
(Canale, 2009; Gulley, 1999; Lilianne, 2003b). A study found that seven out of ten Christians
believe worshiping God is more meaningful because it strengthens in-person relationships (Barna,
2023). Furthermore, 43% of Christians stated they would not attend church if it were done
exclusively online (Barna, 2023). Therefore, this study suggested that worship of God should be
done hybrid to accommodate believers with different perceptions of worship style, particularly in
today’s digital world.

Pros and Cons of Digital Worship

There are advantages and disadvantages of digital worship. The benefits of digital worship
include digital worship, which could be an evangelism tool, flexibility, availability, comfort, an
alternative method of worshiping God, broad spectrum, and preparedness, which does not require
formal attire to worship God. The disadvantages, however, are that digital worshippers could
encounter distractions, expenses, less human connection without physical connection, and no
personal touch, which could lead to health issues. One constantly would have gadgets to access
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online worship platforms. Twitter stated that digital worship has a negative effect due to its cost —
internet and health-excessive screen time. Despite the various benefits of digital worship, it also
poses challenges for human health due to excessive screen time for every age category (Priftis &
Panagiotakos, 2023). Health guidelines should be suggested as one decides to worship God
digitally, which would not interfere with health. The World Health Organization (WHO) suggests
several health guidelines to minimize screen time for children and adolescents (WHO, 2019).
Infants should not have access to screen time, while children five years old should have at least 60
minutes at a time (Priftis & Panagiotakos, 2023; WHO, 2019). Another mechanism that might
moderate screen time is the communication theory, which focuses on creating meaning among
individuals through social and professional interaction (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009).

The framework of Digital Worship in Africa

The proposed framework seeks to illustrate how digital worshippers in Africa should
worship to enhance their relationship with God. The framework has two interfaces: the first is for
the digital worshiper content creator, a developer, comprised of digital fellowship, virtual
connection, outreach ministry, creative content, online platform, evangelism tool, and less human
connection. The second interface is for the digital worshipper, a viewer, comprised of active
participation, hybrid worship, praise and adoration, worship mindset, flexibility, preparedness,
distraction, expense, and health issues. The framework component has been generated from the
data. Figure 1 shows the framework, with the respective interface associated with categories from
each element. The framework can be used as a guide and training curriculum for churches that
conduct worship in a digital in Africa.
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CONCLUSION, IMPLICATION, SUGGESTION, AND LIMITATIONS

The study’s significant findings suggest that Africans should use digital worship to enhance
their relationship with God through digital fellowship and virtual connection, which leads to
outreach ministry from online platforms despite less human connection. At the same time, digital
worship should strive to have active participation that encourages commitment and mission
outreach based on virtual interaction. Digital worship should be used in a hybrid form where
individuals would praise and adore God with a worship mindset that despite less rigor of attire, the
worshippers should be in tune with God. Digital worship provides flexibility for views. However,
it might have costs and significant health issues for viewers. Further studies should conduct a
quantitative multiple regression in different faith-based contexts to test the framework. The study's
limitations are various, from the literature on digital worship (most of the literature review focuses
on online gathering) to participant knowledge of digital worship and the challenge of implementing
digital worship in Africa.
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