Web Presence Matters by Tom Ehrich

In my recent consulting work with two Episcopal congregations - one large, one medium size - I stressed the critical importance of having a solid, creative and inviting presence on the Internet. 

I showed them their web sites and then a dozen others, some church-related, some from the Web culture. Their static content fared poorly alongside dynamic sites. Their bulletin-board approach - here's what we plan to offer you - fared poorly alongside user-driven sites that invite the user to express needs and preferences. 

Look-and-feel looked dowdy and felt stale. Functionality was meager, compared to the brilliant functionality of other sites. 

Two questions immediately arose: Why does a Web presence matter? And how can we possibly afford better? 

Like it or not, the Web is the primary interface for anyone under the age of 40, and for more and more people over 40. People read their news on the Internet, seek entertainment, research cars and restaurants, conduct banking and other personal business, conduct workplace business, seek out affinity groups, and, yes, seek spiritual nurture. 

More and more people will encounter our churches first on the Web, not in a drive-by or mailed brochure. Even after a first visit, they will return to the church's Web site for more information. They will expect to engage with the church through a transaction-capable Web site. 

A dull, static, poorly executed and unhelpful Web site will communicate a clear message: this church is dull, stale, ineffective and self-serving. 

Can you afford it? First, I am reminded of an exchange with a dental hygienist. I asked, Which teeth should I floss? She answered, The ones you want to save. In other words, can we afford not to have a dynamic Web presence? It's like heating in the winter. We have no choice. 

Then there is good news: modern Web technology is readily available to any church, much of it open-source and therefore free, much of it priced well below other less effective communications tools (such as your printed newsletter), and many professionals are eager to help you at reasonable rates. 

The main limitation is your willingness to try and to engage with Internet-savvy people, especially your younger members, to think creatively.
