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he COVID-19 pandemic affected every aspect

of human life and resulted in new “social

distancing” norms. One direct result of that

isolation was high mental distress, impacting

crucial aspects of people’s lives and inter-
actions. After its first lockdown in mid-March 2020,
India and many other countries took many temporary
measures to keep the population safe. Among these
was the temporary closure of worship centers and
schools. These communities had to find new ways to
operate and fulfill their mission.

Disciple-making is at the core of the Christian faith.
The teacher-student relationship is essential to intro-
duce students to Jesus while helping them trust and
follow Him. The essence of that process is teaching all
that Jesus taught His disciples and modeling it in ev-
eryday life. Learning and growth is a lifelong journey
that relies on social interactions.

Since the popularization of the Internet, socialization
has been happening in the phygital' world, a virtual
space that bridges the gap between the physical and dig-
ital worlds. This model of human interaction intensified
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during the pandemic. In 2022, the authors of this article
conducted a quantitative study of Seventh-day Adventist
church members in India. Using simple random sam-
pling, a questionnaire was distributed among the sam-
ple population by electronic media (i.e., e-mail, Whats-
App, and Messenger). A total of 372 responses were
recorded for data analysis using percentage, mean, me-
dian, mode, and correlational methods. This study’s
guiding research questions were: How did the pandemic
affect human interaction regarding social distancing and
mental distress? How did that affect Christian religiosity?
What missiological response would address the fallout
from the crisis and prepare for the future? Applying the
findings, the study supports phygital disciple-making as
one method of dealing with social distancing during the
pandemic, the mental distress it caused, and how to
navigate new social configurations.

The Experience of “Seeing but Not Touching”

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in history’s greatest
and most extensive isolation events. Lockdowns were
used to stop the virus from spreading.? The pandemic’s
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influence on humankind was severe, as the deadly virus
took millions of lives. The whole globe was put under
lockdown. People lost their lives, jobs, basic necessities,
easy access to medical care and education, and the virus
caused deprivation in every aspect of life.> During this
crisis, people were secluded in their homes. This seclu-
sion led to several mental health issues and heightened
negative emotions such as loneliness, shame, guilt, and
fear. An article by Hwang et al. published in Inter-
national Psychogeriatrics reports that:

“Being lonely has several adverse impacts on mental
health. Reduced time in bed spent asleep (7 percent re-
duced sleep efficiency) and in-

powerful psychological message: fear of others and the
notion that members of the community are possible car-
riers of dangerous viruses and life-threatening illnesses.?
Mandy Oaklander observes that handshakes are only
one type of contact that has vanished because of the
COVID-19 pandemic.” Hugs, high fives, tentative back
pats, shoulder squeezes, and all the other little points
of touch that humans use when standing closer than six
feet apart have also become less common. Likely, the
effects of social distancing will still be felt long after the
pandemic has subsided. In a collectivist society such as
the Indian one, where human contact is highly valued
and people express themselves by

creased wake time after sleep
onset have been related to loneli-
ness (Cacioppo et al., 2002; Fdss-
berg et al., 2012). Increased de-
pressive symptoms may also be
caused by loneliness, poor self-
rated health, impaired functional
status, vision deficits, and a per-
ceived negative change in the qual-
ity of one’s life (Lee et al., 2019).
A systematic review of suicide risk
also found that loneliness is asso-
ciated with both suicide attempts
and completed suicide among
older adults (Fassberg et al., 2012).
Loneliness, along with depressive
symptoms, are related to worsen-
ing cognition over time.”*

Besides loneliness, shame and \
guilt are two distinct, unpleasant,
self-conscious emotions the pan-
demic elicited.’ The threat of the deadly COVID-19 virus
raised doubts, fear, and confusion in people’s minds.°
This has been identified as one of the contributing ele-
ments to spiritual deprivation, the perception that God’s
presence and intervention in the world are no longer ac-
tive.”

Unlike birds and other animals, which are known for
“territoriality,” a social- distancing behavior, humans are
more likely to practice “physical distancing,” merely dis-
tancing but not claiming territory. However, the distanc-
ing causes isolation and communication deprivation,
which have dissocialized individuals. Fear of the un-
known has been inculcated in everyone, creating sus-
picion and “guesstimation” about others. Sikali men-
tions that social distancing poses the risks of increased
social rejection, more impersonality and individuality,
and a loss of community. It negatively impacts learning
and growth and prevents people from adequately social-
izing, an essential human need. These measures sent a

Consistent with the
Adventist philosophy
of education, the
incorporation of dis-
cipleship, which
prioritizes compre-
hensive, wholistic
growth, was success-
fully assimilated into
this period of change.

~ touching, hugging, shaking hands,
and even touching feet, social dis-
tancing tends to have a bigger im-
pact.

Technology, over time, had al-
ready facilitated physical distanc-
ing. People have worked from
home, used various technologies to
attend school virtually, stayed in
touch with family and friends, or
even shopped for medicines and
groceries.” However, the stay-at-
home policies implemented during
the pandemic led most of the world
to adopt the notion of “seeing but
not touching.” The question re-
mains: How will human beings, as
social animals, function after the
stay-at-home policies have ended?
Once physical contact has re-
sumed, will fear of contact with
others remain?'? People depend on one another for many
things, including interaction, functioning, and survival.

The Inception of Virtual Rendezvous in Education

The COVID-19 pandemic presented obstacles that ne-
cessitated a complete transition from conventional in-per-
son to virtual or digital learning and engagement for all
population sectors. The large-scale adoption of virtual
rendezvous in education became essential to keep
teachers and students connected amid the crisis. Consis-
tent with the Adventist philosophy of education, school
leaders sought to incorporate discipleship, which priori-
tizes comprehensive, wholistic growth, during this period
of change. Instructors adopted technology as a tool for
not only imparting information but also for helping stu-
dents develop analytical reasoning abilities and emotional
acumen amidst these challenging circumstances.

Through the effective, practical application of digital
tools, students could engage virtually and discover future
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opportunities as they navigated through various online
platforms designed for e-learning. Therefore, although
these technological tools cannot entirely substitute for
the inherent value of face-to-face classroom engagement,
they offered promising avenues for augmenting educa-
tional encounters during this period and continue to do
s0, as students have returned to in-person learning.

During the pandemic, connecting virtually offered
hope—the opportunity to see and hear others, to keep
working despite the conditions, and to reduce the spread
of the virus. Many businesses were also able to save
money since employees could not travel.!* While the cir-
cumstances initially necessitated these virtual rendez-
vous, this method of communication may have lasting
value even after the situation has returned to normal.
The innate adaptability of the educational process, and
the tools used to facilitate teaching and learning, enable
us to customize and consider students’ complex and dy-
namic needs. Therefore, “educating during crisis” has
opened new possibilities whereby we can leverage ex-
isting technological resources available today for aca-
demic progress now and in the future.

For many students, educators, and educational ad-
ministrators, the pandemic exacerbated concerns
about access to education and even decisions about
the viability of pursuing higher education and profes-
sional training. According to various reports, the clo-
sure of schools during the pandemic may have im-
pacted more than a billion children globally.!* Schools
were swiftly closed with no time to plan how to pro-
ceed. Educators and students had to adjust quickly to
new and ever-changing situations.’ Virtual educa-
tional meetings and activities became widely em-
ployed, indicating a shift to new cyberspace frontiers.!®

According to Li and Lalani, even before COVID-19,
the education technology market was already growing.
It is expected to reach a total market size of $354 billion
by 2025. Since COVID-19, there has been a substantial
increase in the utilization of language applications, vir-
tual tutoring, video conferencing tools, and online-
learning software.'” Sherman reported in 2020 that
Zoom video-conferencing software jumped 30-fold in
April as the COVID-19 pandemic forced millions to
work, learn, and socialize remotely.!® According to Zip-
pia.com, Zoom had 10 million daily meeting partici-
pants in December of 2019, but by the end of 2022, 300
million people attended meetings on Zoom every day."

Anderson, Rainie, and Vogels reported on research
that asked 915 innovators, developers, business and pol-
icy leaders, researchers, and activists to consider what
life would be like in 2025 after the global pandemic. Re-
spondents said that relationships with technology would
deepen as larger segments of the population became

more reliant on digital connections for work, education,
health care, daily commercial transactions, and essential
social interactions.?

It is evident that although technology’s capacity to
connect people may not be new, the impact, influence,
and implementation of a virtual lifestyle became ev-
ident during the pandemic. Almost every aspect of life
had to be adapted to the new reality during the crisis.

The Impact of Social Distancing on Christian Religiosity

The socially isolated lifestyle also had its impact on
religiosity. Online worship services were the most em-
blematic change during the pandemic. In the United
States, a survey pointed out that while 91 percent of
churches closed their buildings to the public, more than
80 percent of assiduous Christians indicated that their
church was offering internet or television services, and
57 percent of these adults were watching programming
in this way due to the pandemic.? This includes young
people who remained at home during school closures.

During the pandemic, religious venues were closed
in India, and all religious activities were suspended
until the Indian government released Standard Oper-
ating Procedures (SOP). Religious services were then
conducted using the SOP respecting social distancing
and other norms. Despite different views on the issue,
a few churches in India started to conduct online wor-
ship in August 2020.%* In the Seventh-day Adventist
Church, the congregations adopted online platforms
to conduct their worship services and other functions,
using Zoom, Google Meet, and YouTube.

A Quantitative Study Among Seventh-day Adventists
in India

A quantitative study of Seventh-day Adventist church
members in India was conducted to describe the impact
of social distancing on people and their spiritual lives.
Using simple random sampling technique, a Google
Forms questionnaire was distributed among the sample
population by electronic media (i.e., e-mail, WhatsApp,
and Messenger). The Cronbach’s Alpha of the 25 items
measured on the 5-point Likert scale is 0.841. A total of
371 responses were recorded and analyzed. Descriptive
statistical mean and percentage analysis were major
tools used in addition to qualitative content analysis.

In the sample demographics, 69 percent were male,
30 percent were female, and 0.3 percent declined to re-
veal their gender. Almost all the respondents (93 per-
cent) were in the age group of 18 to 36 years old (7 per-
cent were older than 37 years of age). In addition, 83
percent were single, and 88 percent did not have chil-
dren. That indicated that most of the respondents were
young people (or young adults) and unmarried. Other
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relevant information: Most respondents had been Chris-
tians for most of their lives; a total of 96 percent were
members of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, and 67
percent said they had attended an Adventist school.

Limited Socialization

Four major observations were made based on the
responses, the first relating to limited socialization.
Ninety percent of the respondents said that the social
structure had changed how people connect. Another
63 percent said the pandemic affected their societal re-
lationships with their neighbors.

Although social media and other online communica-
tion platforms were helpful during the pandemic crisis,
they were limited in their ability to replace the emotional
support received from the actual presence of people.
Maslow identified two needs that those resources could
not satisfy: the need for social connection and love from
others.* That social disconnect gives rise to frustration,
anxiety, and anger, among other negative emotions,
which are not beneficial for one’s mental health.

Confidence in God

Respondents were asked if the pandemic gave rise to
doubts about the existence of God or any other doubt
in general. While most responded that the pandemic did
not give rise to any doubt (more than 60 percent aver-
age), the remaining respondents expressed feelings of
doubt and fear resulting from the crises (40 percent). Of
this group, a surprisingly small portion (9 percent) re-
sponded assertively that the pandemic gave rise to
doubts about the existence of God. Doubt and unsurety
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are the first steps in forming a gap in a relationship and
can result in mental distress. Specifically, unsurety
about the existence of God implies that the person ques-
tions how such a pandemic can occur if there is a God
in control. This state of mind quickly results in frustra-
tion and possible depression. The 40 percent who ex-
pressed feelings of doubt and fear may not be in con-
stant doubt about the existence of God but
circumstantial doubt due to the crisis. Other surveys
have shown that doubting one’s faith during a crisis is
a very common phenomenon.?

According to Hall, “The COVID-19 pandemic tests
everyone’s spiritual wellbeing, atheists and believers
alike. . . . People in spiritual distress often no longer
believe the world is a safe place. They might lose hope
and have a difficult time finding meaning and purpose
in what’s happening to them. For a religious person,
that often takes the form of losing faith in a loving and
merciful God after witnessing a tragic event. But even
those who don’t pray to a higher power still usually
have some belief in how the world works which gives
them a sense of safety and security. Serious illness and
tragic events can challenge these anchors and throw a
person into turmoil. %

Doubts and questions are not necessarily delete-
rious to developing one’s faith; it all depends on how
these doubts are addressed. Left without intervention
and support, this state of mind may lead to frustration
and other negative feelings. A significant concern is
that although the church and schools typically offer
help during these times, this was challenging for
church and education leaders during the pandemic.
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Greater Proximity to God

Collected data from the authors’ study revealed that
this pandemic brought a small percentage of people
closer to God. Although it may seem like a positive
outcome, the follow-up question is this: Why did
people come closer to God in such perilous times? The
answer is fear. The pandemic created much panic
worldwide. There was no cure for the disease, un-
countable deaths, a scarcity of resources to sustain life,
and uncertainty about everything else. The pandemic
fostered deeper contemplation about life in the minds
of many people.

It was essential to determine whether it is conceiv-
able for people to feel alone and experience a spiritual
void despite their perception of having an intimate rela-
tionship with God. An average of 20 percent in the au-
thors’ survey responded that they felt that way despite
coming closer to God during the pandemic. The data
showed that people could be far from God when they
think they are close to God, and all these phenomena
are cognitive states that lead to frustration and anxiety.

Scope of Discipleship

Questionnaire responses to the authors’ survey re-
vealed that respondents had great expectations of their
pastors as their spiritual guides. This included the cam-
pus pastor, chaplains, and religious leaders in schools.
There was a positive correlation coefficient (value of
+1.0) as far as the respondents’ expectation that the
spiritual leader should call them or listen to their strug-
gles at least once a week. People look up to pastors and
spiritual leaders as counselors and guides during chal-
lenging times. They rely on words of encouragement
and promises from the Word of God to help lighten
their troubled minds and reaffirm their faith and con-
fidence in God.

Collected data also revealed a positive correlation
coefficient (+1.0) about respondents’ desire to have
their church friends talk to and physically meet them
occasionally. Students on college and university cam-
puses also benefit from this type of interaction with
one another and community members.

Virtually, if Not Physically

One central and core observation in the authors’ sur-
vey was the respondents’ desire to develop and grow in
their relationship with God. Although the pandemic has
been frustrating and has kept people distant from one
another, 90 percent of respondents said they wanted to
get closer to God. About 70 percent of the respondents
would prefer an online worship service if they could not
meet in a physical church. This is the scope and oppor-
tunity for virtual discipleship in practice.

Phygital Disciple-making as a Missiological Response

The COVID-19 pandemic has tested people’s faith
and left religious leaders with many challenges. Accord-
ing to a Pew Research Center survey released in De-
cember 2021, 29 percent of U.S. adults said they had no
religious affiliation (an increase of 6 percentage points
from 2016), with Millennials leading that shift.2

Each generation is characterized by a crisis, according
to academics. The Vietnam War impacted Baby Boom-
ers, the AIDS epidemic impacted Generation X, and the
September 11, 2001, terrorist attack and the 2008 eco-
nomic crisis impacted Generation Y (also known as Mil-
lennials). Now, scholars point out that the COVID-19
pandemic will be defining for Generation Z (those born
between 1995-2012). These are possible influences of the
crisis on the development of these young people: a more
independent political position, a more pointed sense of
inclusiveness, and an even more entrepreneurial and cre-
ative attitude. Finally, this generation will be even more
interested in volunteering than Generation Y.

However, all this will continue to happen in a different
social space. Generations Z (ages 12 to 28 years) and
Alpha (0 to 11 years) youth were born in a digital world.
They have only known a world with computers and mo-
bile phones. Technology is an extension of their way of
knowing and relating to the world. Additionally, for them,
the face-to-face and virtual dimensions function as one
reality (phygital). After all, social media is not just a place
to share information but, above all, to be social.

One common objection to using social media for
worship or discipleship points to the limitation of virtual
socialization—the absence of physical contact. But, as
Mulinnshas suggested, “to argue that face-to-face con-
nection is the only valid form of spiritual relationship is
to argue that our spiritual connection with God, not yet
face-to-face, is lacking or somehow ‘less real.’ The Spirit
of God transcends space and distance. He is able to
usher His presence into the lives of those who earnestly
seek Him. One day in heaven our connection with our
Creator will be greatly enhanced. We will see Him face-
to-face. But until then, our connection with God is every
bit as real and profound, or He would change the way
we interact with Him because He wants to connect inti-
mately with His children.”?8

Successful discipleship in the digital space requires in-
tentional efforts to build relationships and maintain con-
nections. For online discipleship to thrive, digital disciples
must be engaged and trained. Digital discipleship must
move beyond posting Bible passages on social media plat-
forms, sharing links to resources, or colorful posters an-
nouncing an event or concert. For ministry in the digital
space to be successful, it must “place itself into the
context of the digital lives of youth and young adults.”
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To do this, there must be planned efforts to build mean-
ingful connections through conversations about living as
a young person or young adult, discussions about beliefs
and doubts, and assurances that behind the digital plat-
forms are genuine, faithful individuals that care. Hunt
emphasizes that “youth and other faith leaders should
think of the digital space as ministerial oratories, places
that are limitless in how the teachings and traditions are

systems and organizations. The timing is fundamentally
important for a decision: to recover beliefs and make
meaningful changes or to preserve the status quo?**
The COVID-19 pandemic has caused much devas-
tation around the world. A positive outlook, however,
can attempt to identify opportunities in that context.
As people were forced to learn how to navigate the vir-
tual environment in many dimensions of life, includ-

shared and how far they may reach.”3

Two other vital observations: (1) effec-
tive communication depends on the lan-
guage employed and the medium used to
reach people in various demographics, and
(2) discipleship assumes a journey shared
by faith leaders and their disciples, which
includes navigating the digital world.*

The possibilities for online discipleship
are almost endless (see Resources for Dig-
ital Discipleship). But it depends on the
strategic positioning of the church and its
schools in ways that allow them to answer
questions, provide comfort, meet needs,
empower members and students, support
social media influencers, build digital
communities, and show Jesus’ love com-
pellingly.*?

Conclusion

It has been suggested that the COVID-
19 pandemic is not a blizzard but the be-
ginning of a little ice age—“a once-in-a-
lifetime change that is likely to affect our
lives and organizations for years.”* There
is no going back to normal; change is the
operative word. And possibly the most
difficult change for people is “to set aside
confidence in their current playbook as
quickly as possible.”3* While retaining the
essential values and beliefs, it is time to
tap into the current creative potential to
develop a new vision.

On the one hand, during the period of
confinement with COVID, many people
had more time to re-engage with forgotten
projects and hobbies, deal with personal
challenges, and reflect on decisions and re-
lationships, including spiritual ones; on the
other hand, pastors and religious leaders
also had the opportunity to reflect on fun-
damental ecclesiastical understandings. In
times of crisis, when facilities and comforts
are no longer available, there is the pos-
sibility of rediscovering the true essence of
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Resources for Digital Discipleship

Jamie Jean Schneider Domm, Digital Strategy for Reaching Young Pro-
fessionals (Columbia, Md.: North American Division of Seventh-day Adventists,
2020). The author, the digital strategist for the North American Division, prepared
this free resource to facilitate the use of digital tools and social media to reach
the 18- to 30-year-old demographic. Available for download here: https://www.
sdadata.org/uploads/8/1/9/8/81986746/final_digital_ strategy_for_reaching_
young_professionals_august_2020.pdf.

, “b Steps to Becoming a Digital Evangelist” (2020):
https://www.sdadata.org/digital-evangelism-blog/category/digital-discipleship.
Schenider Domm outlines five steps educators and others involved in ministry
can use to engage on digital platforms and social media: (1) Determine your tar-
get audience and platforms; (2) Develop a strategy; (3) Research relevant content
ideas; (4) Make time for engagement and community building; and (5) Engage
in digital door-knocking.

Seth Pierce, Social Media 101 (Lincoln, Neb.: AdventSource, 2020).
This resource is a well-crafted guidebook for anyone stepping into the social-
media landscape. It is designed to answer a variety of questions, such as what
social media is, which platforms work best for different audiences, social-media
etiquette, and how to use the various platforms effectively. Pierce provides prac-
tical, clear guidelines for engaging online. Available from AdventSource:
https://www.adventsource.org/store/adult-ministries/communication/leader
ship/social-media-101-40326.

Rachel Lemons Aitken, “Digital Discipleship,” Ministry 91:5 (2019): 23-
25: https://www.ministrymagazine.org/archive/2019/05/Digital-discipleship.
Rachel Lemons Aitken, founder of Digital Discipleship in the Australian Union
(South Pacific Division), offers food for thought for anyone making a foray into
digital discipleship. While the emphasis is specific to churches, many of the prin-
ciples can be applied effectively in education.

The North American Division’s Social Media and Big Data website
(https://www.sdadata.org/) offers many tips, videos, and links to informative blog
posts for those using social media to connect and engage in ministry.

The Trans-European Division’s Communication and Media Guide is
another practical resource with templates and guides to create an effective so-
cial-media presence for discipleship. Available for download here: https://ted.ad
ventist.org/news/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/TED-Communications-Media-
Guide-2.0-INTERACTIVE-COMPRESSED.pdf.

The General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists offers several oppor-
tunities for training in the area of digital discipleship. Visit https://connect.ad
ventist.org/digital to learn how to become a Digital Missionary, and view “Social
Media 101: Why Be Online and Why Now” with the team from Adventist World
Radio: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jil4eZWeKn8.
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ing religiosity, perhaps that combination of physical
and digital can have a lasting effect by providing a vi-
able environment for fruitful spiritual growth. &

to the Pandemic: An Opportunity for Growth,” The
Journal of Adventist Education 85:1 (2023): 22-29.
https://doi.org/10.55668/jae0034.
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