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Introduction 

 

The debate is ongoing and passionate. 

 

Can Eucharist be celebrated in virtual worlds? 

 

“The topic of online sacraments provokes a wide range of reactions among Christians...  

Some people love the idea of sharing sacraments on the Net, while others think it is the 

height of idiocy... or even heresy.”1 

 

So say the people at the website, Ship of Fools, in an introduction to their recent survey 

on the issue.  On the one hand, there are those who state that, “online church is only 

ever the simulacrum of offline performers.  It is never real”.2  Those more willing to 

explore the issue ask if, “online (church is) stuck between ‘must copy offline to be real 

church’ and ‘must not offend real church’”.3  Most priests, pastors and theologians avoid 

the subject.  “Responses to the notion of online church and sacraments tend to be 

virulent, but … they also tend to be shallow.  So the response to ‘Why do you say online 

church is never real?’ is often ‘It isn't real.  It cannot be real.  It is not real.  You cannot 

make me accept it is real!’”4 

 

Since the arguments against it abound, I will be putting forward in this paper a case 

calling for the Church to further investigate the possibility of celebrating the Eucharist 

online.  To this end, I will be focussing on one particular online community, the Anglican 

Cathedral in Second Life. 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 “An experiment in online communion”, Ship of Fools website,  
http://shipoffools.com/features/2012/experiment_in_online_communion.html (accessed 29th 
September, 2012). 
2 Peter Phillips, as @pmphillips via Twitter, http://it.twitter.com/pmphillips/status/191570884857827 
328 (accessed 29th September, 2012). 
3 Mark Howe, as @mvahowe via Twitter, http://it.twitter.com/mvahowe/status/191570474872995840 
(accessed 29th September, 2012). 
4 Mark Howe, “Digital bread and wine, anyone?”, Ship of Fools website, 
http://shipoffools.com/features/2012/online_sacraments.html (accessed on 29th September, 2012). 
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The Anglican Cathedral of Second Life 

 

Second Life is a virtual reality platform, accessed via computers connected to the 

Internet, which is owned and administered by Linden Labs.  Second Life is touted as,  

“the leading 3D virtual world.  It’s a space where you can be whoever you’d like, 
build and sell whatever you can imagine, and have fun with others from all over 
the globe while you explore unique virtual environments, listen to live music 
performances, play games, shop in the world’s largest user-generated virtual 
goods economy, and much more”.5 

 

Other descriptions of Second Life include, “Second Life is a 3D world where everyone 

you see is a real person and every place you visit is built by people just like you”, and, 

“Enter a world with infinite possibilities and live a life without boundaries, guided only 

by your imagination”.6  People take part in Second Life by having an avatar, a digital 

representation of themselves that walks or flies around the different parts of the virtual 

world.  These avatars, or “Residents” as they are known in Second Life, interact with 

other Residents and with the virtual world itself.  Second Life is not a game.  “There are 

no specific goals in SL (Second Life) and, unlike video games, there is no end.  It is an 

ever-evolving, ever-widening metaverse.  The only limit is your imagination”.7  At the 

time of writing, there are nearly 31 million accounts registered with Second Life, with 

up to 60,000 Residents being ‘inworld’ at any given time.8 

 

The opening of the Anglican Cathedral of Second Life in July 2007 was the culmination 

of eight months of discussion and planning by Anglicans and builders within Second 

Life.9  The Cathedral was built in a medieval style (see Figure 1), with the interior 

furnishings and decorations being recognisably Anglican (see Figure 2).  Since then, the 

leadership team has grown and changed.  Worship services are conducted in the 

                                                        
5  “Makers of Shared Creative Spaces”, Linden Lab website, http://lindenlab.com/products/second-life 
(accessed on 22nd September, 2012). 
6  “What is Second Life?”, Second Life website, http://secondlife.com/whatis/?lang=en-US (accessed on 
22nd September, 2012). 
7 madddyyy schnook [sic] with andrew sullivan [sic], How to Get a Second Life (London: Fusion Press, 
2007), p. 1. 
8  “Second Life Statistical Charts”, Dwell On It website, http://dwellonit.taterunino.net/sl-statistical-
charts/ (accessed on 22nd September, 2012). 
9 “About the Cathedral”, The Anglican Cathedral of Second Life website, 
http://slangcath.wordpress.com/about/ (accessed 16th October, 2012). 

http://lindenlab.com/products/second-life
http://secondlife.com/whatis/?lang=en-US
http://dwellonit.taterunino.net/sl-statistical-charts/
http://dwellonit.taterunino.net/sl-statistical-charts/
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Cathedral several times each week, and the daily office is said in the Chapel each 

morning and evening.  A service of Compline is offered three times a week, and a prayer 

service is said in German once a week.  Social events, such as dance parties, ‘coffee and 

cake’ discussions, and Bible studies, are held each week.10  There is a parish house with 

multiple spaces for relaxation and socialising, as well as office and meeting spaces for 

members of staff.  There are numerous spaces on the island for relaxation and 

meditation, including gardens and grottos, swings and rowing boats, and a labyrinth.  

There is a community centre with games and multi-media facilities, information for 

newcomers, a couple of dance floors, and a swimming pool.  In the catacombs under the 

Cathedral there is a crypt, a library, and even a laundry! 

 

 

Figure 1.  The Anglican Cathedral of Second Life (right) and the Parish House (left). 

 

Epiphany Island and all its facilities are open to the public at all hours of the day and 

night.  A recent increase in the number of volunteer welcomers means that there is 

usually a member of the community present to speak with visitors.11  Messages and 

prayer requests can be left for members of staff.  The Island is a safe, tolerant and 

welcoming place for all forms of avatar that visit.  The development of the facilities and 

                                                        
10 “Services and Activities”, The Anglican Cathedral of Second Life website, 
http://slangcath.wordpress.com/schedule/ (accessed 16th October, 2012). 
11 “The Teams”, The Anglican Cathedral of Second Life website, http://slangcath.wordpress.com/teams/ 
(accessed 16th October, 2012). 
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the dedication of the ministry team have brought the Anglican Cathedral of Second Life 

to a stage where it has been short-listed for the “Most Creative Use of Social Media” 

prize at the 2012 Christian New Media Awards and Conference.12 

 

 

Figure 2.  My avatar inside the Anglican Cathedral of Second Life. 

 

The various church services offered at the Cathedral are recognisably Anglican.  Words 

for morning and evening prayer are obtained from ‘Oremus’, a website that has existed 

since 1993 in response to requests from Anglicans, “to make available a form of the 

‘Daily Office’, traditional in format, sufficiently brief and relevant to be used by as many 

readers as possible”.13  Worship services are taken from Anglican prayer books from 

around the world, and from such communities as Iona. 

 

Prayer and worship services are conducted by ordained priests or authorised lay 

ministers.  They are led by spoken word, and the responses of the congregation are 

typed for everyone to read.  The pause taken while responses are typed slows the 

service down and gives it a certain rhythm, allowing participants to meditate on the 

words being read.  There is the opportunity during services to praise God, to hear 

                                                        
12 “Shortlist 2012”, Christian New Media Awards and Conference, 
http://www.newmediacentreofexcellence.org.uk/cnmac/awards/shortlist (accessed 16th October, 2012). 
13 “All About Oremus”, Oremus website, http://www.oremus.org/about.html (accessed 16th October, 
2012). 
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scripture read, to hear a sermon, to offer prayers for the world and for the church, to 

hold before God our communities and those in need, to remember those who have gone 

before us, to kneel, to light a votive candle, and to sit quietly (see Figure 3).  There is the 

opportunity for social connection and pastoral care after services, as there is in any 

healthy church.  These services bear all the hallmarks of those conducted in bricks-and-

mortar churches worldwide, except that the participants can only see each other’s 

virtual bodies rather than their physical bodies. 

 

 

Figure 3.  ‘Residents’ gathered in the Chapel on Epiphany Island.  Avatars present represent 

people from Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, Germany, the USA and the UK. 

 

The pastoral care offered by the team of ordained and lay ministers at the Anglican 

Cathedral of Second Life is broad and comprehensive.  In a 2009 document, Ailsa 

Wright, the lay pastor and worship leader known inworld as Helene Milena, outlined the 

stories of those to whom pastoral care had been provided.  In six case studies, Wright 

shows how people have been offered the opportunity to reconnect with God, to get 

support through grief, to find courage to go on living, to feel fully included, to receive 

healing and hope, and to engage in ministry.14 

                                                        
14 Ailsa Wright, Anglicans of Second Life – Some reflections on lived experience, pp. 21-23.  www.phil-
wright.net/ailsa/AoSL_paper.pdf (accessed 16th October, 2012; used with permission of the author). 
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Transparency is not an obvious virtue of a virtual world where the only concrete aspect 

is the computer server that stores the data that has been input by the Residents, but it is 

a vital part of authentic human relationships.  The staff of the Anglican Cathedral of 

Second Life recognise that, in order for trusting pastoral relationships to be formed, 

effort must be put into bringing about transparency.  To this end, all members of the 

staff of the Cathedral have both their real life and their Second Life names and pictures 

posted on the Cathedral’s website.15  People who visit Epiphany Island can feel 

confident that the people who conduct the services and provide the pastoral care have 

the real-life qualifications and experience to do so. 

 

While the ministry of the Anglican Cathedral of Second Life is provided on a volunteer 

basis, there are ongoing costs associated with having the land in Second Life.  As such, 

funds, in the form of Linden dollars, need to be raised by the community.  This is done 

by a combination of donations and fundraising activities.  The financial pressure is yet 

another aspect of community that makes this Cathedral resemble its bricks-and-mortar 

compatriots. 

 

The sacraments are not currently offered at the Anglican Cathedral of Second Life.  

Conventional wisdom demands the physical presence in the same geographic location 

of the priest, the congregation, the bread and the wine for the Eucharist to take place.  

As has been noted, the prospect of offering Eucharist in virtual worlds is still 

controversial.  Indeed, it is believed that the offering of the Eucharist would, itself, be 

divisive, separating those who take communion from those who do not.16  There are 

currently no plans to begin such a ministry, though it is acknowledged that the 

conversation will likely continue.17 

 

A valuable question is raised by Bishop Christopher Hill, one of the bishops with 

episcopal responsibility for this Cathedral, regarding the sacraments in Second Life:   

                                                        
15 “Requirements for Worship Leaders”, The Anglican Cathedral of Second Life website, 
http://slangcath.wordpress.com/teams/requirements-for-worship-leaders/ (accessed 26th September, 
2012) 
16 Ailsa Wright, Anglicans of Second Life, p. 17. 
17 “The Vision”, The Anglican Cathedral of Second Life website, http://slangcath.wordpress.com/the-
vision/ (accessed 16th October, 2012). 
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“The Salvation Army is described as being a para church on the absence of (the 
Dominical Sacraments); does this distinction therefore apply to an expression of 
church in Second Life, i.e. not church but virtual church?  Does potential desire 
for the Anglican Cathedral in Second Life to be considered a church and seek 
validation entail embracing sacraments?”18   
 

Taking this one step further, Baptist theologian John Worgul suggests that the early 

Church understood that, “To partake of Christ was to experience heaven on earth…  Not 

to partake was exile and death; one could not be a Christian without (the Eucharist), for 

one participated in Christ through it”.19  Before exploring how a Eucharist at the 

Anglican Cathedral of Second Life might look, I will explore some of the theology 

surrounding the Body of Christ and Eucharist.  First, however, it would be helpful to 

examine the relationship between avatars and the people they represent. 

 

Human/Avatar Relationship 

 

Studies have been conducted into the relationship between people sitting at their 

computers and the avatars they develop, and between the avatars who live in virtual 

worlds and the humans who are behind them.  Spencer-Hall, in her study of the 

relationship between people attending church in Second Life and their avatars, noted 

that, “Explaining their understanding of the relationship between online avatar 

and offline body, several respondents in my study referred to the status of the avatar as 

a projection, and representation, of their offline selves”.20  She goes on to elaborate, 

“The virtual body of the SL (Second Life) avatar, then, is a means of communicating the 

internal mysterious actions of the spirit that are taking place in the Christian’s offline 

body, or the spirit’s otherwise invisible presence travelling across wide geographical 

divides via the internet”. 21 

 

                                                        
18 Christopher Hill, Second Life and Sacrament: Anglican Observations and Guidelines, p. 5.  
http://slangcath.files.wordpress.com/2012/09/second-life-and-sacrament-4.pdf (accessed 17th 
September, 2012). 
19 John Worgul, A Synopsis of Dom Gregory Dix’s ‘The Shape of the Liturgy’ (Maryland: Holy Trinity 
Seminary at Life in Jesus, 2006), p. 7.  
http://www.ancienthopes.com/content/A%20Synopsis%20of%20Dom%20Gregory%20Dix.pdf 
(accessed 30th October 2012). 
20 Alicia Spencer-Hall, Pixelated Prayers – Christian Worship in Second Life, paper given at the Annual 
Meeting of the American Studies Association, “Imagination, Reparation, Transformation”, 20-23 October, 
2011, Baltimore, Maryland, p. 2.  (Received from author by email on 28th October, 2011.) 
21 Spencer-Hall, Pixelated Prayers, p. 2. 
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More than this, Residents of Second Life are able to customise their avatars to appear as 

anything they choose.  While this might seem to be an avenue for deception, most users 

see it as an opportunity to express a deeper sense of who they really are than they feel 

might be seen with their physical body.   

 

The attitude of onlookers is often that there can be, at best, little integrity in 

relationships between false representations of individuals, and, at worst, malicious 

deception on the part of some predators who would seek victims for their mind games.  

While the adoption of an avatar is, at some level, a mask, Bishop Hill observes that the 

wearing of masks is part of all human interaction: 

“…all human communication, including direct face-to-face encounter involves a 
projection through facial and bodily gestures; posture; clothes; make-up; 
jewellery; regalia; uniforms; vesture.  Though face to face communication and 
electronic are not the same there is an analogy through liturgical ‘performance’ 
which is often face to face but ‘at a distance’.  The priest at the altar (usually) 
wears priestly vesture, the bishop his (or her) mitre and carrying a staff.  The 
member of a religious community wears a habit and takes on another (saintly) 
name.”22 

 

Research shows that many people feel that their avatars are a more authentic 

representation of who they feel themselves to be than their own bodies are.  When a 

person is given the ability to create their own visual representation, one that enhances 

rather than impairs their ability to be accepted and therefore heard, they may be 

empowered to explore and express in new ways what they believe to be their true 

selves.  Spencer-Hall observes, of a middle-aged man whose avatar is a small child, that 

his “avatar is an authentic representation of his personhood as it reflects his spiritual 

self, and functions as a symbol of his spiritual intent, to follow the Lord’s guidance and 

become as a little child in his embrace.  This avatar is a (virtually) physicalized rendition 

of the Christian’s interior (spiritual) condition”.23  Indeed, if this physical world truly is 

one of illusions, one that we see dimly, as in a mirror (1Cor 13:12), there is much to 

commend a space in which such illusions can be stripped away, or at least temporarily 

replaced, so that deeper and more authentic communication might be facilitated. 

 

                                                        
22 Hill, Sacraments and Second Life: Anglican Observations and Guidelines, p. 5. 
23 Spencer-Hall, Pixelated Prayers, p. 3. 
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What follows is an exploration of some of the difficulties that people have with the 

concept of Eucharist in virtual worlds, including discussion of some of the theology 

surrounding church and the sacrament of the Eucharist, and the possibilities that might 

open up if these difficulties were overcome. 

 

Development of Thought About Online Sacraments 

 

Since the invention and widespread use of the Internet, churches have struggled with 

ways to engage with the technology.  I used ‘struggled’ in a broad sense, referring both 

to the fact that they have wrestled theologically with the implications of global 

connection, and to the fact that they have generally not been equal to the task of 

maintaining a relevant presence online. 

 

While the debate about online sacraments is not new, the second decade of the 21st 

century, with its plethora of virtual communities, is seeing a growing interest in 

expanding the possibilities for online churches and an increased pressure on the 

boundaries between what is and is not considered ‘real’.  In 2010, it was announced that 

there would be a communion service conducted via Twitter by Methodist minister, Tim 

Ross.  However, this was called off prior to the event by senior Methodist officials who 

wished to, "reflect and pray deeply in order to discern what developments (were) 

appropriate".24  Two years later, no response had been received from said officials. 

 

Much research has been done into the validity and practise of church online.  Martin 

Sutherland acknowledges that while “this technology is an incredibly powerful tool … (it 

is) not the crafted piece of work.  It is not the outcome”.25  Both aspects of this statement 

are important to note.  Online church is not the outcome towards which we should be 

striving.  Indeed, “the church of Jesus Christ is not the purpose or goal of the gospel, but 

rather its instrument and witness”.26  These are tools for God’s work in the world.  

Neither the Internet, nor anything we create therein, not the Church in its physical or 

                                                        
24 Mark Howe, “Digital bread and wine, anyone?”, Ship of Fools, 
http://shipoffools.com/features/2012/online_sacraments.html (accessed 29th September, 2012). 
25 Martin Sutherland, Can Christian Community Survive the Age of Twitter? (Auckland: Laidlaw College, 
2010), p. 10.  www.laidlaw.ac.nz/LiteratureRetrieve.aspx?ID=72468 (accessed 31st May, 2012). 
26Lois Barrett et al., Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, Darrell L. 
Guder, ed. (Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1998), p. 5.  
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virtual forms, is the outcome towards which we strive, but “the instrument of God’s 

mission”.27  It is imperative that we use these God-given tools, including the powerful 

tool that is the Internet, to advance the missio Dei, God’s plan to “heal and restore 

creation”, and we, the church of Jesus Christ, must respond to God’s calling and sending 

us, “to be a missionary church in our own societies, in the cultures in which we find 

ourselves”.28 

 

Laura White, in her MA Thesis entitled, “The Body of Christ on the Internet”, examines 

the issues surrounding personal identity in a culture of social networking, the effect of 

consumerism on religious practise, and the concepts of transcendence and omniscience.  

In one succinct sentence, she sums up her thoughts on the tool that is internet 

technology by positing, “Perhaps the role for a theology of technology is to be a 

presence that stands in both real and the virtual worlds holding the one Body of Christ 

in both worlds in communion and connection”.29  In so doing, we would then be using 

the Internet as a tool to unite people, to build community, and to therefore strengthen 

the Body of Christ by enabling relationships to be formed between those members who 

are geographically dislocated. 

 

Anneke Klein explores this concept of communion and connection “of people in a world 

without boundaries”.30  She notes that keys to the success of religious communities in 

Second Life include the realistic depiction of religious buildings and spaces, “which 

helps reinforce the illusion of really being there”, and the high level of interactivity 

enabled by “real-time presence and communication”.31  Klein suggests that stability 

within religious communities is an integral part of their success: stability of identity, 

stability of leadership, and stability of membership.  These are important aspects of the 

ministry of the team at the Anglican Cathedral of Second Life.  Not only is the visual 

environment recognisably Anglican, but the people and the services they oversee are 

                                                        
27 Barrett et al., Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, p. 5. 
28 Barrett et al., Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, pp. 4-5. 
29 Laura White, The Body of Christ on the Internet: Personal identity and the sacramental in the virtual 
world, MA Thesis – Pastoral Theology, http://lauraewhite.blogspot.com.au/ (accessed on 16th April, 
2012). 
30 Anneke Klein, Christian Communities in the Virtual World of Second Life, Bachelor Thesis – Religious 
Studies, University of Amsterdam, p. 2.  
annekeklein.com/scripties/bachelor_thesis_AnnekeKlein_2008.pdf (accessed 16th April, 2012). 
31 Klein, Christian Communities in the Virtual World of Second Life, p. 36. 
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reassuringly familiar.  Likewise, the real-time ministry that is conducted is an important 

aspect of pastoral care, meeting people in their moments of greatest need. 

 

As a contributing author to Netting Citizens, Heidi Campbell identifies the Internet as, 

“information space, a common mental geography, an ‘identity workshop’, a social space 

and a sacramental space”.32    Campbell examines the use of symbol and sacred space in 

online religion, and highlights the possibility of using the Internet for “a gathering place 

for people and their stories”.33  The Anglican Cathedral of Second Life is in a unique 

position in this regard.  As well as giving Residents a chance to ask, ‘Who am I?’, and 

‘Who are we as a community?’, there is space to ask, ‘Who is God, how do we relate to 

God, and how does God relate to us, as individuals and as community?’.  The ability to 

explore these questions in the context of offering the sacrament of the Eucharist would 

enable the drawing of these questions, of individual and communal stories, into the 

greatest Christian story.  This last point is an important one for Christians, ‘People of the 

Book’,34 who look back to Scripture and tradition for the grounding of our faith, and 

continue to live into the every-unfolding story that is Christ at work in the world unto 

the eschaton. 

 

Matthew Broaddus conducted long interviews with three attendees at online churches 

in order to explore the strengths and weaknesses of the various models.35  He notes 

that, while all his interviewees attended a “bricks and mortar church” in addition to an 

online church, they found the flexibility it gave them of benefit.36  When there were 

issues with children and/or illness that prevented them from attending church in real 

life, respondents found it efficacious to attend an online church.  Respondents also 

noted the feeling of freedom to “come as you are” to an online church.37  Disadvantages 

included the lack of sensory input, especially for those who particularly enjoy the sight 

                                                        
32 Campbell, “Internet as Social-Spiritual Space” in Netting Citizens (Edinburgh: Saint Andrew Press, 
2004), p. 212.  http://tamu.academia.edu/HeidiCampbell/Papers/712645/The_Internet_as_Social-
Spiritual_Space, (accessed 3rd September, 2012). 
33 Campbell, Netting Citizens, p. 226. 
34 David Lyle Jeffery, People of the Book: Christian Identity and Literary Culture (Michigan: Wm B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1996), p. xiv. 
35Matthew Broaddus, Exploring the lived experiences of online worshipers (Knoxville: Tennessee Research 
and Creative Exchange, The University of Tennessee, 2011), p. 5.  
http://trace.tennessee.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1010&context=ccisymposium (accessed 31st 
May, 2012).   
36 Broaddus, Exploring the lived experiences of online worshipers, p. 10. 
37 Broaddus, Exploring the lived experiences of online worshipers, p. 11. 
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and smells, or the music and the ability to sing or dance along.38  This absence of 

sensory input would be lessened if those whose avatars attend services at the Anglican 

Cathedral of Second Life shared Communion.  The smell and taste of the wine, and the 

texture and taste of the bread would add much richness to the experience of sight and 

sound that currently characterises the worship services at the Cathedral. 

 

In an overview of research conducted into religion online, Heidi Campbell looks at such 

topics as theology, spirituality, ethics, ministry applications, religious traditions, 

community, ritual, and power and authority.  She concludes that, at the time of writing, 

dialogue was moving from how “the Internet can serve as a medium to ‘do religion’ to 

more specific and detailed investigations of concepts such as religious authority and 

identity online”.39  In his afterword, the editor, W. E. Biernatzki, SJ, notes that,  

“The many studies cited in the text suggest that religious interest and religious 
‘practice’ on the Internet are rising rather than declining, but this tendency also 
may eventually prove to be at the expense of traditional religious practices, 
although research has shown that effect to be minimal thus far…  This should 
raise a warning flag for leaders of the traditional mainstream churches (who) 
will have to begin to exercise much more resourcefulness and imagination than 
they have done in the past”.40 
 

In his doctoral thesis in Theology and Religion, Tim Hutchings identifies four 

dimensions of the relationship between online church and everyday life.  These are 

“copying the everyday, becoming part of the everyday, remaining distinct from the 

everyday, and becoming distinctively ‘online’”.41  Hutching speaks of “the ‘fundamental 

sin’ of treating the Internet and the everyday as two separate realms”.42  At some levels, 

such as the use of a computer in a familiar space and the allocation of time within a daily 

routine, attending virtual church is very much a part of a person’s everyday life.  At 

other levels, people choose to keep their online identities quite separate from their 

everyday identities, such that no-one in either realm knows about their life in the other.  

                                                        
38 Broaddus, Exploring the lived experiences of online worshipers, p. 12. 
39 Campbell, Heidi.  “Religion and the Internet” in Communication Research Trends, Vol. 25, No. 1 (2006), p. 
17.  http://cscc.scu.edu/trends/v25/v25_1.pdf (accessed on 1st September, 2012). 
40 W. E. Biernatzki, SJ.  Afterword, “Religion and the Internet” in Communication Research Trends, Vol. 25, 
No. 1 (2006), p. 17.  http://cscc.scu.edu/trends/v25/v25_1.pdf (accessed on 1st September, 2012). 
41 Tim Hutchings, Creating Church Online: An Ethnographic Study of Five Internet-Based Christian 
Communities (Durham: Durham University, Theology and Religion – PhD Thesis, 2010),  p. 273.  Received 
from the author by email on 16th September, 2011. 
42 Hutchings, Creating Church Online, p. 276. 
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Finally, there are areas of theology and ecclesiology where are varying degrees of 

acceptance and scope for replication online. 

 

Each of these three, Campbell, Biernatzki and Hutchings, allude to the role that the 

worldwide Church and its various hierarchies will play in the development of the 

practice of online church.  As noted earlier, the Church must remember that it is a tool 

for the mission of God, and see the Internet and online churches as additional tools for 

God’s work.  Rather than obstructing each other’s use, Church and technology might 

find ways to sharpen each other, keeping each other ever poised and ready for the work 

that is placed before them. 

 

Anneke Klein undertakes an in-depth exploration of four faith communities within 

Second Life.  Having explored the importance for each of them in maintaining their 

religious tradition, and the successes and limitations experienced by those responsible 

for each of these communities, Klein concludes, with respect to online sacraments, that, 

“For most participants … transferring typical Anglican and Catholic rituals to the online 

environment is a step too far”.43 

 

The Reverend Bosco Peters, on his website dedicated to liturgy, expands on this last 

opinion in no uncertain terms: 

“There is so much that we can do online. There is so much that can nourish 
spirituality, and community. We can pray together online. We can resource each 
other, nourish and encourage each other. But when people urge us to experiment 
with online sacraments without any solid theological underpinning, guidelines, 
or even ideas what one might look for in ‘results’ of such an experiment, those 
who take little notice of online mission and ministry just have their prejudices 
reinforced that online church is a sideshow for nutters”.44 

 

The most recent scholarly contribution to this field is the paper prepared by Bishop 

Christopher Hill for the Anglican Cathedral in Second Life.  As one of the bishops with 

episcopal responsibility for this Cathedral, Hill brings his experience with holding the 

tension between Church and technology to bear in his landmark paper.  He delineates 

                                                        
43 Anneke Klein, Faith on the Screen: Christian Traditions in the Network Society (Amsterdam: University of 
Amsterdam, Master Thesis Religious Studies, 2009), p. 56.  
annekeklein.com/scripties/bachelor_thesis_AnnekeKlein_2008.pdf (accessed 31st May, 2012). 
44 Bosco Peters, “twitter communion” [sic], Liturgy website, http://liturgy.co.nz/twitter-
communion/10347 (accessed on 1st October, 2012). 
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between ‘sacraments proper’ and ‘sacramentals’, noting that the former is, “an outward 

and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace or a sign that effects the sacred reality 

it signifies”, while the latter are “ministries of grace”.  Bishop Hill’s, “positive proposals 

for sacramental ministries (though not sacraments) in Second Life are congruent with 

the traditional conviction that grace can be mediated through material entities and that 

there is a real correspondence in at least some aspects of the person and their avatar”.45 

 

Some Clarification 

 

I need now to address an issue that will separate out two different strands of discussion 

on this topic.  When people talk about online Eucharist, they are generally referring to 

one of two slightly different events, and therefore giving arguments for and against two 

different outcomes. 

 

The first is the idea that an avatar can take part in an online church service that includes 

animations of the avatars of priests administering communion to other avatars within a 

virtual world – a ‘virtual’ Eucharist.  Oxford-based Baptist theologian Paul Fiddes states 

that, “An avatar can receive the bread and wine of the Eucharist within the logic of the 

virtual world and it will still be a means of grace, since God is present in a virtual world 

in a way that is suitable for its inhabitants”.46  This is not generally recognised as valid, 

since avatars are digital images on a computer screen.  It could be argued that every 

electron and electrical circuit that comprises such a digital image is part of fallen 

creation and therefore in need of redemption.  Fiddes notes that, “the persons behind 

the avatars are in physical connection with the virtual world – through many of the 

senses (sight, hearing, touch - i.e. keyboard, mouse)… mental activity always has a 

physical base in the brain.  Studies have shown that people feel a bodily connection with 

those with whom they are communicating over the net.”47  He observes that, “The net is 

composed of a form of energy, just as is the familiar ‘physical’ world in which we 

operate everyday.”48  As such, any grace available to an avatar through the process of 

                                                        
45 Hill, Sacraments and Second Life: Anglican Observations and Guidelines, p. 6. 
46 Paul Fiddes, Sacraments in a Virtual World?, http://www.docstoc.com/docs/86883542/virtual-
communion (accessed 10th February, 2012). 
47 Fiddes, Sacraments in a Virtual World? 
48 Fiddes, Sacraments in a Virtual World?  
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taking a virtual sacrament would be shared by the user whose avatar it is.  In fact, 

Fiddes argues that, “Theologically we should develop a notion of ‘virtual sacraments’ 

rather than an ‘extension’ of the consecration of elements over a distance, and their 

direct reception by the person employing the avatar”.49   

 

I am inclined to disagree with this understanding of how a virtual Eucharist might be 

conducted.  I do not see that there is any need for avatars to receive communion.  One 

Resident of Second Life and occasional visitor to the Anglican Cathedral there, states 

that she hasn’t “been aware of anyone saying that pixels of a host wafer are the same 

thing as the Host in real life”.50  The Eucharist is a gift given specifically to humanity by 

the Christ, in whose image humanity is created, by whose life, death and resurrection all 

of humanity is reunited to God, and at whose command we partake of his body and 

blood, “that we may evermore dwell in him, and he in us”.51   

 

I admit myself disappointed with the paper recently released by Bishop Christopher Hill 

regarding this issue of sacraments in Second Life, and the extent to which he agrees 

with Fiddes.  Bishop Hill spends some paragraphs outlining the biblical and historical 

background to our understanding of the number and nature of the sacraments, before 

going on to discuss the importance of receiving the sacraments with a “living faith”.52  

He states that,  

“If this invitation (to develop a notion of ‘virtual sacraments’) were to be 
pursued, respect would need to be paid to Fiddes’ careful use of the term ‘virtual 
sacraments’, implying, to my mind, a proper distinction between a virtual 
sacrament in the ‘real’, i.e. non- virtual, world where physical, human presence is 
necessary.  Moreover, for ‘the person’ to receive, albeit indirectly, a virtual 
sacrament through an avatar there has to be a ‘sincere’ relationship between the 
person and their avatar.  The avatar must genuinely be an extension of the 
personality, or a genuine part of that personality”. 

 

Hill then continues to discuss the concept of ‘sacramental ministry’, one that does not 

require physical presence, but which also does not impart the grace of the sacraments.  

Such sacramental ministries include ‘spiritual communion’, which he describes thus: 

                                                        
49 Fiddes, Sacraments in a Virtual World? 
50 Harper Ganesvoort, “In-world Church Sacraments?”, Around the Grid with Harper,  
https://harperganesvoort.wordpress.com/2012/10/03/inworld-church-sacraments/ (accessed 17th 
October, 2012). 
51 The Anglican Church of Australia, A Prayer Book for Australia (Sydney: Broughton Books, 1995), p. 125. 
52 Hill, Sacraments and Second Life: Anglican Observations and Guidelines, p. 4. 
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“If the eucharistic president in the Epiphany Cathedral is an ordained Anglican 
priest (or one recognised to be in communion), then he or she should be 
celebrating a real eucharist in the actual world, with which Second Life 
Anglicans, through (or without) their avatars could be associated in a true act of 
spiritual communion.  Anglicans have traditionally avoided ‘solo’ celebrations so 
it would be necessary for the president to have some congregation with whom to 
share the real sacrament as well as the virtual congregation who would receive 
spiritually”.53 

 

While such spiritual communion is an accepted practice within the Anglican Church,54 it 

does little to satisfy those who find online church lacking in sensory input.  I believe that 

the practice of online Eucharist that I outline here will be a more tangible assurance of 

the grace of God and a more physical reminder of the Body of Christ to which we belong.  

 

A second way of imagining a virtual Eucharist requires a stronger faith in the presence 

of the kingdom of God among us now, a richer understanding of the Eucharist as a 

foretaste of the kingdom of God yet to be realised, and a more generous vision of the 

hospitality of Christ.  If one listens closely to the gospel accounts of the person of Jesus 

Christ, one may be willing to sit a little lightly with some of the established rules so that 

we can celebrate Communion in a way that is true to what ‘Eucharist’ is meant to be. 

 

This second understanding of Eucharist online would manifest as an acknowledgment 

that an avatar being animated to receive bread and wine at a church in a virtual world is 

a visual representation of the flesh-and-blood person eating the body of Christ and 

drinking his blood, while sitting at the computer wherever they are located on the face 

of the Earth.  The reality is that every avatar in a virtual world represents a person.  No 

matter how beautiful or bizarre the avatar may appear, the person behind it is a 

member of broken humanity and in need of God’s grace. 

 

While the concept has its fair share of detractors, it is this second notion that I will 

explore for the rest of this paper. 

                                                        
53 Hill, Sacraments and Second Life: Anglican Observations and Guidelines, p. 11. 
54 “The Church clearly contemplates that the benefits of Sacramental Communion may be obtained by the 
faithful believer, when the actual reception of the Holy Sacrament is impossible owing to certain 
circumstances…  the act of Spiritual Communion is not a substitute for Sacramental Communion, nor is it 
a make-believe”.  Bishop Cecil John Wood, Bishop of Melanesia, A Form of Spiritual Communion (Auckland: 
Wilson and Horton, 1916), http://anglicanhistory.org/oceania/wood_communion1916.html (accessed 
3rd November, 2012). 
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The Body of Christ 

 

A large part of the difficulty surrounding this debate is that, two thousand years on, 

there is still no consensus among churches about the nature of the Body of Christ.  

There is argument around the historical Body, about the reality or virtuality of the 

resurrection of Christ.  There is disagreement about the nature of the Eucharistic Body.  

Finally, and as a result particularly of the second of these, there is limited communion 

within the ecclesial Body of Christ. 

 

For the purposes of this paper, I will outline the theological arguments surrounding the 

second of these, the Eucharistic Body, as it is the Eucharist that is the focus of the 

current debate, and explore the third, the ecclesial Body, as it is among the members of 

this Body that the debate is played out and who feel that they stand to lose or gain if the 

debate is ever resolved. 

 

The Eucharistic Body 

 

Within the Christian Church, there are several understandings of the role of the 

Eucharist, and these are closely tied to various understandings of the nature of what is 

shared.   

 

The Roman Catholic Church generally holds what might be termed a ‘high’ view of the 

Eucharist: that the bread and the wine are transubstantiated into the body and blood of 

Christ.  A ‘lower’ view of the Eucharist is held by several Protestant denominations that 

would see the Lord’s Supper as a memorial meal, endowing the elements with little or 

no sacramental meaning. 

 

To say that the Anglican Church’s view falls somewhere between these two is not only 

simplistic, but disregards the breadth of theology and practice that is part of the 

richness of the worldwide Anglican Communion.  The Anglican/Roman Catholic 

International Commission (ARCIC) states, of the use of the word ‘transubstantiation’: 

“It does not imply that Christ becomes present in the eucharist in the same 
manner that he was present in his earthly life.  It does not imply that this 
becoming follows the physical laws of this world.  What is here affirmed is a 
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sacramental presence in which God uses realities of this world to convey the 
realities of the new creation: bread for this life becomes the bread of eternal 
life”.55 

 

The fact is that there is a broad range of thought and theology surrounding what 

happens during the Eucharist, and there is little consensus within Anglicanism itself, let 

alone throughout the Church universal.  Ecumenical dialogue over the past few decades 

has produced some important statements about common ground, but these have done 

little to draw together those who have vastly differing ideas of Eucharistic orthodoxy 

and orthopraxy.  Howe observes that, while the subject of conducting church online is 

contentious, this question of whether or not online Eucharist may be valid is all but off 

limits.  “It isn't anger I see in the eyes of those who dismiss online church so concisely.  

It's fear”.56 

 

Love and Fear 

 

It is John, in writing his first epistle, who states that, “There is no fear in love, but perfect 

love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18).  Fear seems to be the motivating factor behind much 

of the negativity surrounding the idea of online Eucharist.  This is evidenced by some of 

the responses given in the recent survey conducted by the Ship of Fools website into 

online sacraments.  Those who are against the idea cite such concerns as, “People not 

treating it reverently”, "Will we eventually end up with people not bothering to come to 

a non-virtual church at all?", "The distress that will be caused to other Christians", and 

even, “somewhat dramatically, the possibility of blessed sacraments being used to 

conduct black masses”.57 

 

Surely these concerns are not what Christ had in mind when he instituted the Lord’s 

Supper.  On the contrary, into a situation that was full of uncertainty and fear, Christ 

was speaking words of comfort and hope to his people.  Let me explore, then, what 

                                                        
55 Anglican/Roman Catholic International Commission, Eucharistic Doctrine – Elucidation (1979),  
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/angl-comm-
docs/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_1979_eucharistic-elucidation_en.html (accessed 29th September, 2012). 
56 Howe, “Digital bread and wine, anyone?”, Ship of Fools website.   
57 Mark Howe, “Who cares about online sacraments?”, Ship of Fools, http://www.ship-of-
fools.com/features/2012/who_cares_about_online_sacraments.html (accessed on 16th October, 2012). 
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possibilities might be opened up when a loving, trusting and generous reading of the 

gospel accounts of the Last Supper is considered. 

 

Communal Meal 

 

There is no doubt that what Jesus instituted at the Last Supper was a meal.  Whether it 

was based on the Jewish Passover or the Greco-Roman dining tradition, the sharing of 

food at table was an important aspect of what Jesus did.  Andrew McGowan states that, 

“There is no discernible difference between the communal banquets of early Christian 

communities and the rituals which came to be known as the Eucharist, at least in the 

first century or so, and the emergence of the sacramental liturgy as a distinct event is 

somewhat later than traditionally assumed”.58 

 

In the current discussion, this begs the question: To what extent can a communal meal 

be replicated in a virtual world?  The immediate response to this question is, “Hardly at 

all”, and in this respect, the concept of an online Eucharist falls sadly short.  However, 

my own experience of sharing meals with friends in virtual worlds can illustrate some 

possibilities. 

 

Everyone needs to eat.  Having accepted that there is a human being behind every 

avatar, the conversations taking place in online communities eventually turn to food.  

One person will say that they are going out to get pizza, and everyone else, through their 

avatars, will put in their orders.  Everyone understands that it is not physically possible 

for someone in England to purchase pizza for people in Australia, New Zealand and the 

United States of America, but this does not prevent the enjoyment brought about by 

discussing such a chance to share a meal.  Other times, when several of us have agreed 

that we have all been hungry, we have tried to come up with a country that is a mid-

point between each of ours, and planned to meet there for a meal some hours hence.  

Though there was next to no chance that these plans would be put into effect, the desire 

to connect in such a way was true.  I have sometimes had my laptop computer in my 

                                                        
58 Andrew McGowan, “Deciphering an Ancient Meal: Food and Identity in Early Eucharistic Practice”, 
Andrew’s Version, http://abmcg.blogspot.com.au/search?updated-min=2011-11-
01T00:00:00%2B11:00&updated-max=2011-12-01T00:00:00%2B11:00&max-results=3 (accessed 16th 
October, 2012). 
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kitchen while I have been preparing meals for myself or for my children.   Whenever I 

have done this, my friends online have begged for an invitation to dinner.  One friend, 

on hearing my microwave oven humming in the background, commented on how 

intimate and homely it was for her to feel like she was in my kitchen. 

 

The physical reality may be that we are unable to meet together for a meal.  The truth 

belying this, however, is that there is something about being human that gives us a 

desire to share food with each other.  This can be expressed between the people whose 

avatars enable them to develop friendships and pastoral relationships in virtual worlds. 

 

The Four-Action Shape of the Eucharist 

 

Let me extrapolate this idea from generic ‘meal’ to Eucharist.  How might a virtual 

Eucharist look?  We need to remember that there are two levels of participation in 

virtual worlds.  The first and most obvious is the avatar that is present in the world, 

taking part in activities.  The people who have created, not only the Anglican Cathedral 

of Second Life, but also the gestures such as kneeling and crossing oneself, that avatars 

may adopt, will surely be able to write scripts that enable avatars to stand or kneel at an 

altar rail and receive communion.  The second and more important level of participation 

will be that of the person of whom the avatar is a representation.   

 

In his impressive and influential work, The Shape of the Liturgy, Dom Gregory Dix 

outlines, “the skeleton of that ‘four-action shape’ of the eucharist … The offertory … The 

prayer … The fraction … The communion”.59  Let us imagine that, at a given time, 

Residents of Second Life gather in the Anglican Cathedral on Epiphany Island in order to 

share the Eucharist.  The avatar leading the service represents an ordained minister, 

and the avatars in the pews represent people around the world.  At the appropriate 

place in the service, each person brings to their computer their offering, a portion of 

bread and a cup of wine.  The words of the Great Thanksgiving are prayed by the priest 

and echoed in the hearts of all who are present (in spirit if not in body), as is done in 

every Anglican Church on earth.  When the time comes to partake of the Eucharist, each 

person breaks and consumes the bread that is in front of them and sips the wine. 

                                                        
59 Dom Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy (Westminster: Dacre Press, 1945), p. 103. 
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I will now explore the component parts of the Eucharistic service, as outlined above, in 

terms of bread (and wine) being taken, blessed, broken and shared. 

 

Taken 

 

Part of the difficulty in celebrating Eucharist in a virtual world is with the first of these.  

How does a community that is geographically dispersed bring bread and wine to be 

offered back to God?  It cannot be done in the same way as a physical church would do 

so.  In a bricks-and-mortar church, a sacristan or server collects the bread/wafers and 

wine from the Vestry or storeroom of the church.  They are set out in the proper place 

within the church to be processed as part of the offertory in preparation for the Great 

Thanksgiving. 

 

Compare this with what would need to happen if individuals were invited to participate 

in an online Eucharist from their own homes.  Each would bring to the table what they 

were able to offer in the way of bread and wine.  Each would effectively say, “This is 

what I have in my home to bring to the table”.  It is not the same as in a church with a 

congregation physically present, but there is something special in the spirit of each 

person offering back to God, for the purpose of the sacramental meal, what they have 

available to them.  Bread and wine would be gathered from the ends of the earth and 

brought together symbolically by people represented by avatars in a single virtual 

space.  I do not believe that this is outside the realms of what a generous understanding 

of Eucharist might accommodate. 

 

Blessed 

 

There is no agreement within Anglican circles about the moment of the transformation 

of bread and wine into the sacrament of the body and blood of Christ.  Mascall writes,  

“It might, of course, be argued that we have no means of knowing at what 
moment the change takes place; but this is not to say that there is no such 
moment.  We should then not be denying that there is a 'moment of 
consecration', but simply saying that we do not know when it is.  And there is a 
good deal to be said for such reticence."60 

                                                        
60 E. L. Mascall, Corpus Christi: Essays on The Church and the Eucharist (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 
1953), p. 74. 
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If we are not able to articulate precisely what happens during the consecration of the 

bread and wine, or even when, but if we trust that transformation into the sacrament 

indeed takes place, how can we say with any confidence that this same transformation 

will not take place if the participants are physically removed from one another. 

 

Within the Anglican Communion, two aspects of the blessing of the elements must be 

held in tension.  The first is that the Great Thanksgiving must be prayed by an ordained 

priest.  This requirement would be upheld at the Anglican Cathedral of Second Life, as 

ordained priests form part of the ministry team.  The second, more universal, and 

therefore potentially more important aspect is the ministry of Christ in the Eucharist.  

The Lima document on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, published by the World Council 

of Churches in 1984, states that,  

“It is Christ who invites to the meal and who presides at it.  He is the shepherd 
who leads the people of God, the prophet who announces the Word of God, the 
priest who celebrates the mystery of God…  The one who presides at the 
Eucharistic celebration in the name of Christ makes clear that the rite is not the 
assemblies’ own creation or possession; the eucharist is received as a gift from 
the living Christ in his Church”.61 

 

Given the Christian understanding of God in all places and all times, it is not outside the 

realms of possibility that the bread and wine that is in front of each person, wherever 

they be on the face of the earth, will be transformed into the sacrament of the body and 

blood of Christ.  Indeed, John Wargul, in his synopsis of Anglican liturgical scholar Dom 

Gregory Dix’s The Shape of the Liturgy, states that, “it is crucial to comprehend that what 

is happening in the prayer is an invocation of Christ to do the actual act of consecration, 

for no person can accomplish what can only be accomplished by God”.62  Welker, 

speaking from a Lutheran background, draws attention to the timeless and boundless 

aspects of the Eucharist.  In arguing for a broader understanding of the phrase, “Poured 

out for many”, he states that, “the presence of Christ in the Supper, the concrete 

communion of those who are celebrating, stands in the communion of the countless 

many, in the communion of the visible and invisible ecumenical church of all times and 

                                                        
61 World Council of Churches, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry – Faith and Order Paper No. 111, Article 
E29, http://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/wcc-commissions/faith-and-order-
commission/i-unity-the-church-and-its-mission/baptism-eucharist-and-ministry-faith-and-order-paper-
no-111-the-lima-text/baptism-eucharist-and-ministry.html (accessed 17th October, 2012). 
62 Worgul, Synopsis, p. 6. 
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regions of the world”.63  The sharing of the Supper in a virtual space by people in all 

time zones and regions of the world could surely stand as a symbol of this great truth, a 

glorious illustration of a concept that can be easily overlooked by congregations who 

meet at the same time and in the same physical location week by week.  There is much 

scope for the celebration of the Eucharist in a virtual church such as the Anglican 

Cathedral of Second Life to not only expand the minds and broaden the understanding 

of Christians everywhere, but to witness to the world that the Church stands outside of 

time and space, even while it ministers within and throughout both. 

 

Broken 

 

The Windsor Statement of the Anglican/Roman Catholic International Commission 

(ARCIC) articulates the mystery of the Eucharist thus:  “When we gather around the 

same table in this communal meal at the invitation of the same Lord and when we 

‘partake of the one loaf’, we are one in commitment not only to Christ and to one 

another, but also to the mission of the church in the world”.64  In order for the concept 

of a virtual Eucharist to gain credibility, we will need to address the problem presented 

by the words, “partake of the one loaf”.  While the words of Jesus Christ at the Last 

Supper do not specify that all must eat from the one loaf, his action in breaking the 

bread, followed by the words, “Do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19) has been 

the foundation of this practice since the early church. 

 

If we delve deeply into the history of the Eucharist, we find that the use of one loaf of 

bread was developed for the symbolism of breaking it to share it.  This symbolic 

breaking, it has been noted, is important, but it was not the practice of the early Church.  

Dix explains that during the offertory in the pre-Nicene Eucharist, “All present have 

brought with them, for himself or herself, a little loaf of bread and probably a little wine 

in a flask”.65  As such, the bringing by each person to an online Eucharist of their own 

                                                        
63 Michael Welker, What Happens in Holy Communion? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2000), p. 140. 
64 Anglican/Roman Catholic International Commission, “The Windsor Statement – Windsor 1971: Agreed 
Statement on Eucharist Doctrine”, Ecumenical Documents, http://www.msgr.ca/msgr-
3/ARCIC_THE_EUCHARIST.htm (accessed on 28th September, 2012). 
65 Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy, p. 104. 
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bread and wine need not be seen as a departure from traditional Eucharistic practice, 

but a return to the practices of the Church in earliest times. 

 

In the present day, the breaking of one bread is the ideal to which we aspire, but it is not 

the practice in many churches worldwide.  The widespread use of wafers for 

communion diminishes the ‘one bread’ symbolism at two levels.  First, not all 

communicants are sharing the one bread, but are each eating their own, pre-cut portion.  

This is standard practice on a large scale within the worldwide church.  It therefore 

seems invalid for those opposed to the idea of online Eucharist to use as an argument 

the inability of participants in such a service to share ‘the one bread’.  If congregations 

whose members are located in the same physical building are excused from sharing the 

same bread, those who are not in the same physical location, but whose avatars are 

present in the same virtual space, should be afforded the same latitude.   

 

The second problem with the use of wafers is that there is no necessity for these to be 

broken.  If the sharing of the one bread is an important part of the Eucharist, the 

brokenness of that bread is another heavy with symbolism.  The gathered community is 

a broken one, made up of members of broken humanity.  We come together in our 

brokenness to share the body of Christ, which has been broken for us.  In congregations 

where wafers are used, “The fraction is then practiced only with the ‘priest's wafer’, a 

slightly larger bread that allows visual communication of the fact that (some) bread is 

broken – but then also underlines clerical privilege in a not-too-subtle way”.66 

 

Once again, if people whose physical bodies are congregated in one place are not 

practising the breaking of the bread, it should not be required that those whose bodies 

are in different geographical locations have their bread broken. 

 

Let us consider the second of two prayers that may be said by the priest immediately 

prior to the distribution of the bread, with its congregational response: 

 

 “As this broken bread was once many grains, 
 which have been gathered together to make one bread: 
                                                        
66 “One bread?” in A New Parson’s Handbook.  http://newparson.blogspot.com.au/2011/10/one-
bread.html (accessed 29th September, 2012). 
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  so may your church be gathered 
  from the ends of the earth into your kingdom”.67 
 

This is an ancient prayer, originating as it is in the Didache,68 and one full of promise.  

The bread that is shared, especially by those who might take part in a virtual Eucharist, 

may not be the ‘one bread’, but the hope is still there for the gathering into God’s 

kingdom, from all points on the globe, of God’s many people.  In this respect, again, a 

Eucharist conducted in or through a virtual world can be seen as pointing back to a 

hope, articulated by the early Church, for the eschatological gathering of the people of 

God from throughout time and space. 

 

No Eucharist is ever perfect.  What we as the Church do within the created order can 

never fully replicate the heavenly banquet.  We will not experience perfect Communion 

this side of death.  The question here is about how generous we are willing to be in our 

understanding of the generous gift of Christ in the Eucharist.  Are we, at the very least, 

able to concede that the grace offered by God through Jesus Christ at the Eucharist may 

be available to those who gather in a virtual space with a full desire to be community, 

sharing a sacramental meal at which Christ himself presides? 

 

As I think of broken bread, I am also reminded of the Syrophoenician woman who 

challenged Jesus’ words about feeding the children (Luke 7:28).  While this may not be a 

direct reference to the Eucharist, there is some pathos in the plea for those outside of 

the recognised religious institution, and the ritual feasting that it involves, to be 

welcomed to take what little they can get.  I am drawn to the openness that Jesus 

displays at this apparently new concept.  There must surely be scope for the religious 

institution that is the Anglican Communion to be open to those on the periphery 

partaking of the Lord’s Supper in whatever way they can, even if this be considered 

beneath those who are in authority or those who find themselves comfortable attending 

the Eucharist at a physical church. 

 

                                                        
67 A Prayer Book for Australia, p. 141. 
68 The Didache, or The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, states, “And concerning the broken bread: “We give 
you thanks, our Father, for the life and knowledge which you have made known to us through Jesus, your 
servant; to you be the glory forever. Just as this broken bread was scattered upon the mountains and then 
was gathered together and made one, so may your church be gathered together from the ends of the earth 
into your kingdom; for yours is the glory and the power through Jesus Christ forever”.  
http://anglicanposse.com/?tag=didache (accessed 30th October, 2012). 
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Shared 

 

Much of what I have said under the heading, Broken, applies here, too.  Many people 

who might partake of an online Eucharist are likely to be alone, with no other person 

physically present with whom they might share the bread and the wine.  This need not 

always be the case, however.   

 

For those families who have small children and find it stressful to contain their 

movement and noise in a physical church, online church is a place where they can relax 

and enjoy the service without the judgment of others.  But let us take this one step 

further.  If Eucharist were made available to such a family, if they were able to break 

bread together and share wine, knowing that it constituted the sacrament of the body 

and blood of Christ, it would provide spiritual nourishment for the parents at a very 

trying time of life. 

 

For those who are in hospitals, nursing homes, university colleges or prisons, and for 

those to whom no priest is available to offer communion, there would be the 

opportunity to break bread and share the Eucharist with other residents and carers. 

 

For those living in remote communities, where a priest visits rarely, or who live in 

outback areas that are not well serviced by the church, there would be the opportunity 

to gather and share the Lord’s Supper with each other, the ultimate act of communal 

life. 

 

These are examples of times and places where the celebration of the Eucharist might 

serve, even more than within a gathered congregation, as a reminder of both the 

universality and particularity of the Body of Christ.  A virtual Eucharist might inspire, 

even empower, such individuals and communities to live into the exhortation of 

Augustine of Hippo to, "Be what you see and receive what you are".69 

 

                                                        
69 Saint Augustine of Hippo, “Augustine Sermon 272”, ebook browse, http://ebookbrowse.com/augustine-
sermon-272-doc-d134522204 (accessed on 29th September, 2012). 
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Opponents of the idea of virtual Eucharist often point to the gathering of people, the 

presence of the members of the body of Christ, as being an essential element in the 

celebration of the Eucharist, and one that is absent when the Eucharist is celebrated 

online.  This aspect of the Body of Christ, the physical presence of one’s fellow human 

being at one’s side, is an important aspect of who we are as church. 

 

The justification of the relevance and potential worth of virtual worlds does not fully 

address the problem of the lack of physical contact in an online church.  Can we fully 

respond to the sacrament of the Eucharist if we are not faced with the harsh reality of 

the physical world?  Can we fully appreciate the reconciliation offered in the Eucharist if 

we are not required to sit in the same church with the people with whom we struggle to 

relate?  Can we feel moved to act in compassion if, rather than being confronted with 

the brokenness of humanity, we are cocooned in a beautiful space surrounded by 

beautiful avatars?  If we cannot see the disfigurement, smell the homelessness, hear the 

anguish, taste the bitterness, or feel the pain of those who sit beside us in the pews, how 

can we be moved to respond as Christ calls us to?  These are valid questions to which 

there is, at this point in time, little in the way of a satisfactory response. 

 

Pastoral Issues 

 

Yet there is much that can be said regarding the sharing in virtual worlds of struggles, 

brokenness and pain.  Virtual worlds are a product of and platform for the freedom that 

characterises postmodernity.  No longer need we be constrained by the bounds of time 

and space.  The Internet brings the global community into our homes and workplaces, 

allowing us to communicate, not only with people from around the globe, but across 

time zones.  As Taylor so eloquently puts it,  

“…while we are online … we enter a world where time and space mean 
something else.  In the on-line universe, there is no need for traditional senses of 
time and space because we are, in a sense, in a new dimension of both.  It matters 
not whether it is day or night, because for other users it may be the inverse of 
our context.  This discontinuous time … is also compressed time, where past, 
present, and future come together in continually new possibilities and 
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configurations, allowing us to play with history, ideology, and information and 
create entirely new conceptions of life and living”.70 

 

Indeed, time zone differences enhance the value of Second Life and the relationships 

formed therein.  It is often in the middle of the night when people are beset with fear 

about real-life situations.  The ability to go online and talk to people, who are, by virtue 

of the fact that they live in another time zone, awake and actively socialising, raises 

many opportunities for deep sharing and caring.  “In addition, one can reveal oneself 

more easily, given the ‘distance’ between users on the Net.  In other words, technology 

enables intimate discussion”.71  I have personally spoken with people who have been 

experiencing sleeplessness due to medical conditions, mental health issues, 

relationships concerns, and loneliness.  Without exception, those who come to Second 

Life in search of someone to talk to express gratitude that someone is awake and willing 

to listen to and come alongside them. 

 

The ability to join a community from a position of relative anonymity is also seen as a 

benefit by Residents of Second Life.  Broaddus observes, 

“While not a predominate theme, loneliness, the desire to connect with others, 
yet stay anonymous and avoid judgment, was one of the more interesting 
comments made. One individual experienced encountering feelings of judgment 
and pity when she attended traditional churches with her children and no 
husband. The anonymity of online church protects her from those perceived 
judgments”.72 

 

Put another way, church in a virtual world is a place where, “You can be honest and not 

feel judged.  That is one of the hugest plusses of church online.  It is such a judgment 

free zone.”73 

 

I find myself energised by the possibilities opened up with the continuing growth of 

virtual worlds.  What could be closer to the kingdom of God than a world that exists 

outside the confines of time and space?  Second Life is not so much an escape from this 

world, as a place where the boundaries of reality cannot constrain a person from 

                                                        
70 Barry Taylor, Entertainment Theology: New-Edge Spirituality in a Digital Democracy (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2008), p. 36. 
71 Tom Beaudoin, Virtual Faith: The Irreverent Spiritual Quest of Generation X (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 
Inc., 1998), p. 88. 
72 Broaddus, Exploring the Lived Experience of Online Worshipers, p. 11. 
73 Broaddus, Exploring the Lived Experience of Online Worshipers, p. 11. 
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becoming who they truly feel themselves to be.  The avatar representing a person may 

be a more accurate expression of who they feel themselves to be than their physical 

body is.  Indeed, for those who are disabled or disfigured, for those whose physical 

appearance, age, gender or ethnicity are a cause for judgment in physical society, the 

ability to create a different visual representation of the self can be greatly liberating. 

 

While there is uncertainty and fear among those who view virtual worlds from afar 

surrounding the authenticity of online relationships, the experience of those who 

participate in such communities is generally very positive.  If we revisit the reasons why 

people value Second Life and the community at the Anglican Cathedral of Second Life, it 

could be suggested that to offer the Eucharist is a pastoral imperative.  People come 

seeking connection, and participation in the sacrament of the body and blood of Christ 

is the ultimate connection to God and to neighbour.  People come seeking nurture, 

pastoral care, and healing; the Lord’s Supper is broken bread representing the Body of 

Christ given for the healing and life of the world.  People come seeking mystery and 

spirituality, and central to the Eucharist is the mystery that is bread and wine 

transformed into the sacrament that provides for our spiritual sustenance.  There 

seems, to me, to be no better way to meet the needs of seekers who find their way to 

Epiphany Island than to explore a way to help them participate in the sacrament of 

communion.  It may stretch our current understanding of all aspects of the Body of 

Christ.  It will likely take much thought, preparation and prayer on the part of the staff 

of the Cathedral to determine the logistics of such a development.  It will take a degree 

of humility on the part of the hierarchy of the Anglican Church to release this ministry 

from the confines of physical church buildings, where a clerical eye can be kept on 

proceedings, to the relatively unbounded world of the Internet.  However, "It is of the 

essence of the liturgy that, under the forms which are given to it by the Church of each 

time and in each place, it makes present there and then the redemptive act of Christ”.74   

 

Mission 

 

How are we to be ‘church’ and participate in missio Dei in the timeless infinity that is the 

online world?  Can we enter into a new level of the fullness of the eternal mystery of the 

                                                        
74 Mascall, Corpus Christi, p. 79. 
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Eucharist by exploring it in the timelessness of virtual worlds?  Is the Internet a fuller 

expression of the Kingdom of God than we have given it credit for being?  If so, can we 

deny those who live and work online access to the Eucharist, the forerunner of the 

heavenly banquet? 

 

In the 1950s, Mascall looked forward to a time when the church would go through 

liturgical experimentation and development.  He cautioned that, “Such a period will call 

for a combination of qualities which we are unlikely perfectly to achieve, though this 

does not exempt us from trying to achieve them.  It needs diligence and intrepidity, 

restraint and humility.  And above all it calls for great charity towards the flock of 

Christ."75 

 

If the parables of the New Testament show us anything, it is that it is in the nature of 

God to be generous.  The feeding of the multitude (Matt 14:13-21, Mark 6:31-44, Luke 

9:10-17, John 6:5-15) teaches us of the abundant, even wasteful provision of bread for 

the hungry.  The parable of the feast (Matt 22:1-14) shows us that it is precisely those 

whom society deems unworthy who will be the first recipients of God’s generous 

hospitality.   

 

The Anglican Communion currently has no guidelines for the celebration of the 

Eucharist in virtual worlds.  It is a frontier ministry.  There is scope here for creativity 

and generosity.  This is a chance for the Anglican Church to be at the forefront of 

liturgical development, to keep pace with technology and the culture that it creates.  I 

am not suggesting that the Church bow down to culture, but that it embrace the 

opportunities that are opened up by technology for reaching into our culture, and 

exploring broader ways to be church. 

 

The Anglican Cathedral community on Epiphany Island, in its vision statement, holds 

that it “gives those involved in Second Life an opportunity to explore or deepen their 

faith in God, who loves them and seeks a relationship with them”.76  It also undertakes 

to uphold the Anglican Communion’s ‘five marks of mission’: namely “To proclaim the 
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Good News of the Kingdom; To teach, baptise and nurture new believers; To respond to 

human need by loving service; To seek to transform unjust structures of society; To 

strive to safeguard the integrity of creation and sustain and renew the life of the 

earth”.77 

 

What might this look like in a virtual world like Second Life?  What is the Good News of 

the Kingdom for the people behind the avatars who inhabit virtual worlds?  How are 

new believers, those who come to faith as a direct result of contact with communities 

such as the Anglican Cathedral of Second Life, to be nurtured?  In what ways can the 

response to human need be mediated online?  What unjust structures exist within 

virtual worlds, and how can these be transformed?  And finally, what aspects of creation 

can be sustained and renewed with integrity in a world that has no physicality beyond 

the computer screen? 

 

Though the answers to these questions are beyond the scope of this paper, they need to 

be raised.  It is my feeling that there is great need for this kind of mission in the virtual 

world that is Second Life.  The ecclesial body represents a new social order, one in 

which “there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no 

longer male or female; for all … are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28).  There is an element 

to which a community of avatars fits this description.   

 

There is a role for the Anglican Cathedral community on Epiphany Island to 

demonstrate that the new social order of the kingdom of God applies there, too.  There 

is a place for the Eucharist in this.  Hunsinger writes, “If the eucharist is the earthly 

historical form of Christ transforming culture, in the time between the times, then the 

community is called to a twofold task in social ethics.  The first involves the ordering of 

its own common life; and the second, its action in the world”.78  With respect to the 

former, Hunsinger speaks of the importance of the Eucharist thus: “… the shared bread 

of the eucharist commits the community to being an assembly that cares for the poor, 

                                                        
77 Anglican Communion, The Five Marks of Mission.  
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78 George Hunsinger, The Eucharist and Ecumenism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008),  
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the needy, and the humiliated within its own ranks.  It cannot credibly work for social 

change in the outside world if its common life fails to reflect a new social order in its 

own right”.79  There is little doubt that, among those who attend the Anglican Cathedral 

of Second Life, there are those who are poor, whether materially, emotionally or 

spiritually, there are those who are needy in every way that humans can be needy, and 

there are those who experience humiliation, not only in their ‘real’ lives but in their 

virtual lives, too.  The sharing of the Eucharist in this community would demonstrate 

that those present desire to come alongside those to whom they minister, to break 

bread with them, to journey with them. 

 

This brings me to the second of Hunsinger’s calls to social ethics.  In offering the 

Eucharist, the Anglican community on Epiphany Island will be announcing to the 

Residents of Second Life that they are bringing the kingdom of God to that virtual world 

in a deeper, more life-giving way.  They will be showing, not merely saying, that they 

care about the whole person represented by the avatar. 

 

 Conclusion 

 

 “The Internet increasingly functions as a social and spiritual place for many people, as 

information technology intersects with awakened postmodern spiritual desires and a 

search for meaning in an information age”.80  As such, the Church needs to take 

seriously its mission “To proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom” and “To teach, 

baptise and nurture new believers”.81  This can only be done if technologically savvy 

Christians, a new generation of missionaries, church planters and theologians, are 

willing to explore and even to extend, with open and generous hearts, the ways in which 

we might be Church for those who increasingly live and have their being in cyberspace. 

 

                                                        
79 Hunsinger, The Eucharist and Ecumenism, p. 277. 
80 Campbell, Heidi.  The Internet as Social-Spiritual Space, pp. 208-209. 
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I am reminded of a quote from the film, “The Dish”, where walking on the moon is 

described as “science’s chance to be daring”.82  I believe that this is the Anglican 

Church’s chance to be daring.  Yet what is being suggested, while daring, is not outside 

the realms of possibility, and not even that big a leap of faith for the church.  The 

suggested method for celebrating the Eucharist online is Anglican in both its structure 

and its generosity.  The entirety of the Eucharistic practice will still be in place.  

Ordained ministers will still pray the words of the Great Thanksgiving.  The people who 

make up the Body of Christ will still be gathered, albeit it throughout space and 

connected through the technology of virtual worlds.  Bread and wine will still be 

consumed.  People will still be nurtured.  God will still be glorified.  “Even though virtual 

Communion will seem strange to many today, we must continue to adapt our 

expression of the church and its ordinances for every circumstance in light of our divine 

mandate (Matt 28.18-20).  On the issue of Communion, virtual churches should not fear 

people's opinions or church traditions but should fear dishonoring Jesus' request: ‘Do 

this to remember me’ (Luke 22.19)”.83 

 

We will, no doubt, continue to not fully comprehend the ways in which God works 

through the sacrament, or even to know the full extent of the reach of such a ministry.  

But this is nothing new.  Mascall noted this in 1953, when he drew two conclusions from 

his discussion of the workings of the Eucharist: “The first is the Church's clear 

recognition of her absolute obligation to do for the Lord's anamnesis what he himself 

did at the Last Supper and commanded her to repeat.  The second is the quite 

extraordinary freedom which she has felt entitled to exercise in the way in which she 

has carried out this obligation."84 

 

More than this,  

“The celebration of the Supper creates a basic communion of the ecumenical 
church not only in this time period, not only in this world – whether the world be 
defined by media, science, ‘relevance’, or in some other way – but in all times and 
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regions of the world.  Therefore we must recognize, understand, preserve and 
carefully develop forms that really express this broad communion”.85 

 

We have opportunity to explore the breadth and depth of God’s relationship with 

humanity in the 21st century.  Rather than look forward with fear, we can look back with 

gratitude and look forward with hope, standing in a space characterised by love, 

generosity and grace.  We can acknowledge that God is All in all, and to affirm, with 

Howe, that God is not a prisoner of our arbitrary boundaries, not even the ones we 

continue to place around virtuality. 86 
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