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First Things 
Our Church’s Digital Transformation 

 

The apostle Paul was arguably the first to support virtual worship. He went around establishing new churches all over the world, 

each time staying for a bit, making sure it was taking root, then moving on to start somewhere new. At which point his only contact 

with the previous church was virtual – through letters and emissaries – since making a physical visit was an enormous proposition. 

Imagine if Paul could have used Zoom, Facebook, and YouTube. 
 

Fast forward 2,000 years. In the middle of a pandemic where we cannot congregate, our church and church leaders have faced the 

enormous challenge providing support and guidance to us. We are not alone; major corporations across the globe have faced the 

same challenges, and many have been forced to finally embrace a “Digital Transformation” that everyone had been talking about 

for years. 
 

At its core, the transformation is about leveraging digital technologies to improve connections, enhance efficiencies, or do things 

that otherwise could not be done. Of all the available technologies – from artificial intelligence to cloud-based sharing – one of the 

most impactful has been the ability to hold video calls with many people simultaneously, keeping people connected. Another has 

been the ability to post videos to a common place – like Facebook and YouTube – where people can view them at their 

convenience.  
 

First Church has embraced this digital transformation with vigor and seen numerous and immediate benefits – things that simply 

wouldn’t happen or would be seriously limited otherwise. 
 

Thanks to technology, Sunday Worship has continued uninterrupted. All services are available to watch online, so members of our 

congregation can participate from home in the service of their choice on Sunday mornings or at another convenient time. Scott 

and Kathy Gillenwaters attend Sunday school and church every Sunday and participate fully just as if they were there in person, 

singing along with the hymns and saying the prayers. For them this is church, and it works well. Ann Munz points out the service is 

always very creative and appropriate, and she is impressed with Mark Flynn’s delivery of sermons and devotionals from various 

parts of his travels (imagine if Paul could have done the same). With a big smile she says that she and other “oldies but goodies” 

have also greatly enjoyed hearing some of the former ministers of the church give the readings.  
 

One would think that the truly physical aspects of a service, such as Communion, would be lost. But not so! Congregants are urged 

to bring their own Communion supplies to the virtual service and participate. Although each is taking communion alone in his or 

her home, they know that dozens of others are doing the same thing wherever they are. So far, the church has only missed 

communion on a couple Sundays at the very beginning of this transformation. 
 

The church’s Classes have also continued without disruption, providing more opportunities to learn, to fellowship, and to connect 

during the pandemic. This has proved invaluable because attendees can see and hear each other, connecting through 

conversation and facial expressions; “the face is the window to the soul.” The online affect on attendance has been interesting. 

Jenny Caughman notes that the church is offering more classes (than previously, in-person), so overall attendance may be the 

same or even up, and some classes have been very well attended. Mark points out that the online offering has allowed some 

people to attend who simply would not have been able to in person. And Chris Black observes that while some classes are smaller, 

people are showing up more consistently. 
 

The church’s digital transformation has had a profound positive effect on our Youth Activities. Kayla Carico reports, “the most 

positive effect it has had on the youth group has been that [we have] seen participation from youth who had not participated 

before in in-person gatherings. Some youth are socially anxious and appreciate having the online platform, because they feel more 

comfortable in that setting.” She also observes that youth don't have to find transportation to and from the church since they can 

just log in from home. Kayla relishes the “exciting prospect of building up a youth ministry that is more of a hybrid between online 

and in-person in order to maximize reach and accessibility.” 
 

There is a critical theme here. One of the worst aspects of this pandemic (excepting those who have been directly affected 

medically) has been the inability to interact regularly with others, something the human soul needs and craves, and God 

commands. Yet, thanks to the digital transformation people are Connecting far better than expected. Jenny points out that “while 

the video conferencing feels more distant and removed at first, what is beautiful and fascinating is that the initial sensation can be 

very easily transcended and erased. Classes have had a wonderful sense of connection and mutual support. It becomes a very 

tight group.” She notes that the church leadership was not sure the Grief group would work online, but it did. Ann describes the 

importance of staying connected in this time: “Because people can see who else is ‘tuned in’ and can chat with these members, 

people don’t feel as isolated. In fact, they feel incredibly connected.” And while all agree it’s not the same as actually being together 

in person, it sure beats the alternative. 
 

Next month, this series will take a look at the benefits of the church’s Digital Transformation on those who find it difficult or 

impossible to make it to church, even before the pandemic. After that we’ll look at music. Stay tuned. 
 

If you have any thoughts, ideas, or suggestions, please email David Fouchè (davidcfouche@gmail.com, or call 865.839.4119). 
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January Homebound 
Member Birthdays 

 

The following person is a homebound 

member of our congregation who has a birthday in January. 

Please take a moment to send him a card. You can get his 

address by looking in the directory or contacting the church 

office (483.4357). Thank you for this expression of care and 

concern. 

Special January Offering:  

Wesley House 
 

Our January monthly mission offering will go to Wesley 

House in the Mechanicsville/Lonsdale neighborhood of 

Knoxville. This United Methodist community center serves an 

underprivileged population with day care, an after-school 

program for children, and a daily gathering place for older 

adults. With great effort they have been able to offer these 

services, including meals, throughout the pandemic. They 

also offer food items, cleaning supplies, and paper products 

to those in need. This has been an area mission since 

1907. Please designate your special gift this month to the 

Mission Special Offering for Wesley House. 

 

In Sympathy 
 

We extend love and sympathy to 
Keith St. Onge with the loss of his 
mother, Glorianna, December 16. 

 
Hospitalized 

 

Discharged: Judy Altman,  

Bob Smith 

 

Our Gifts 
 Offering this Week      $27,768       
 2020 Year to Date $1,297,420 
 2019 Year to Date    $1,334,675 
 Special Offering         $3,665 

New Sunday Morning iStudy Series Begins in January 
 

Rev. Mark Flynn will be offering an online Bible study class on Sunday mornings from 9:30-

11:00 a.m. Beginning Sunday, January 17 and running through February 28, iStudy Torah will 

explore the first five books of the Bible. This seven-week Bible study has daily readings and is 

open to all people. You need not have any Bible study background to participate. The free 

study guide is available on the church website under the Virtual Chapel tab (fumcor.org), as is 

the Zoom link. Or, you may contact Danielle for a printed version (483.4357). Be sure to have 

finished the first week’s reading prior to the first class on January 17.  

Unmasking Feminism in Christian Theology Class 
 

Beginning Tuesday evening, January 26, Seth O'Kegley will lead a four-week Zoom class 

entitled Unmasking Feminism in Christian Theology. This class will explore a few of the 

foundations of classical Christian theology and address how these doctrines can be reclaimed 

for the empowerment of women using feminist theory. Two books will be used as source 

material Feminist Theory and Christian Theology by Dr. Serene Jones, and Goddess and God 
in the World, by Dr. Carol P. Christ and Dr. Judith Plaskow. Reading these texts is not a 

requirement to participate. If interested, contact Seth (sokegley@fumcor.org) or watch for 

more information in future publications.   

Gratitude for Grief Support 
 

Recently, Steve Herbes and Jenny Caughman completed another 

jointly-led grief support group via Zoom. The seven-week 

experience covered topics such as: misconceptions about grief; the 

uniqueness of grief; common experiences of those grieving; ‘grief 

vs. depression’; and how to care for yourself: physically, mentally, 

emotionally, spiritually during grieving.  
  

Six persons participated in these sessions, some from our 

congregation and some from the greater Oak Ridge community. 

The feedback affirmed what a positive, helpful ministry this is. 

Although this was the first time the grief support group met 

virtually, the setting did not reduce its effectiveness. In fact, the 

virtual setting allowed one person to participate who lives out of 

state.  
 

We want to celebrate this important ministry and encourage those 

who are grieving to take advantage of support group opportunities 

in 2021.   

January 4  Shelby Douglass 

A Special Thank You! 
A big thank you to all the kids who participated in our Virtual 

Nativity Pageant. A special blessing to Neelley and Fisher Brown; 

Finnley, Will and Mitchy Mindrup; Addie and Tommy Driskill; Ella 

and Charlie Hay; and JayMar Gallaher. You were all great sports in 

helping with this different kind of pageant. Thank you for helping 

keep this tradition at FUMC and doing a great job. 

End-of-Year Contributions: Deadline for 2020 Tax Year 
 

Please drop off your year-end contribution, by 4:00 p.m., Wednesday, December 30. All mailed contributions postmarked by 

December 31 will be counted toward your 2020 gifts. Thank you for faithfully supporting your church and its missions. 
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