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Abstract 

 

This paper considers ‘Baptism in the Metaverse sacrament or sacrilegious’?  It analyses 

the difference between onsite and VR baptisms using Miczek’s exclusion strand of the 

‘ritual transfer theory.’ It considers three areas, the avatar is baptised not the 

individual, there is no physical water, and the candidates change from a passive to an 

active role.  I will suggest that in onsite the body is the vehicle for the soul to be 

baptised, the same as an avatar is in VR, both models are acceptable. In conclusion, it 

is sacramental as both person and avatar are baptised in VR. 

  

Introduction 

 

Baptism was a command of Jesus to his disciples1, which they fulfilled in the early 

church preaching repentance followed by baptism.2 The original method was 

immersion3  but the modes have changed over time with some churches moving from 

immersion to aspersion or affusion,4 with the common denominator being the 

presence of the person and water. VR Church5 started baptisms in 20186  and further 

changed the picture, the person is represented by their avatar and the water is virtual.  

This paper will explore the question in Virtual Reality (VR) who is baptised, the avatar, 

person, or both?  

 

 
1 Matt. 28:19 
2 Acts 2:38, Acts 8:38, 9:18, 10:48, 16:15, 16:33, 18:8, 19:5 
3 John Paul Arceno, ‘Is Virtual Baptism a “Real” Baptism?’, in Technology and Theology, Vernon Press 
Series in Philosophy of Religion (Wilmington, DE: Vernon Press, 2020), pp. 149–68 (p. 153). 
4 Arceno, p. 150; Everett Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church History, Theology, and Liturgy in the First 
Five Centuries. (Chicago: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2013), chaps. 10,12. 
5 https://www.vrchurch.org  accessed 4 May 2022.  See recording of baptisms on their YouTube 
Channel. https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCjneB36QBV7iFmkim0zxN7Q [Accessed 4 May 2022] 
6 Bobby Carlton, ‘Tech-Savvy Pastor Uses VR To Deliver Virtual Baptisms’, VRSCOUT, 2018 
<https://vrscout.com/news/pastor-delivers-vr-baptisms/> [accessed 4 May 2022].  

https://www.vrchurch.org/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCjneB36QBV7iFmkim0zxN7Q
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This paper will build on John Paul Arceno’s conclusion that ‘virtual baptism is a valid 

form of baptism,’7 arguing that both the avatar and person are baptised, identical to 

onsite8 where the physical body and the person are baptised.   

 

It is written from a Baptist perspective where baptism by immersion would be the 

norm9 and a requirement for a Baptist Minister.10 VR baptism would not satisfy those 

requirements as it would not be seen as a valid form of baptism by the Baptist Union 

of Great Britain (BUGB). 11   

 

The first section will explain the terms of baptism, ritual, VR and the ‘ritual transfer 

theory’ highlighting Nadja Miczek’s model.12 The second section will address the issue 

of who is baptised and consider the key question of what does it mean to be human? It 

will also consider the secondary issues of the lack of water and self baptism.  The third 

section will focus on the possible conflict the ritual transfer theory brings. The 

conclusion will link the three sections together and highlight further potential areas for 

study.  

  

 
7 Arceno, p. 167. 
8 Onsite refers to a physical location which could be in a church or outside space.  
9 https://www.baptist.org.uk/Groups/220595/Declaration_of_Principle.aspx [Accessed 4 May 2022]. 
10 Baptism Ministerial Recognition Rules Section 4 available at 
https://www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/482804/Ministerial_Recognition_Rules.aspx [Accessed 4 May 
2022]. 
11 Email conversation dated 8 April 2022 with Revd Andy Hughes BUGB Ministries Team 
12 Nadja Miczek, ‘Online Rituals in Virtual Worlds Christian Online Services between Dynamics and 
Stability’, Heidelberg Journal of Religions on the Internet, 3.1 (2008), 144–73. 

https://www.baptist.org.uk/Groups/220595/Declaration_of_Principle.aspx
https://www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/482804/Ministerial_Recognition_Rules.aspx
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Introduction to Terms  

 

Baptism 

 

Baptism was the commission of Jesus,13  a symbolic act14 rather than a precondition for 

salvation,15 faith came first.16   It is a public demonstration of faith, an ‘external sign’17 

of the ‘invisible’ spiritual birth.18 Participating in baptism is, according to Karl Barth, the 

‘representation of’ their renewal  ‘by the means of the power of the Holy Spirit in the 

death and resurrection of Jesus’ and  represents their ‘association with Christ and 

fellowship with the church.’19  He highlighted baptism by immersion expressed this 

concept stronger than alternative methods.20  

 

Different terminology is used to describe the baptismal event including ritual,21 

sacrament,22  sign,23 symbol,24 illumination25, or even a picture.26 This paper will use 

the term ritual, defined by Christopher Helland as  ‘purposeful engagement with the 

sacred’ and consists of two parts ‘what ritual is and what is does,’ although there is no 

perfect definition.27  

 
13 Arceno, p. 152. 
14 Rom. 6:3-4 
15 Jürgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit: A Contribution to Messianic Ecclesiology (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1977), p. 240. 
16 Acts 2:38 
17 George Raymond Beasley-Murray, Baptism Today and Tomorrow (London: Macmillan and Company 
Limited, 1966), p. 8. 
18 Karl Barth, The Teaching of the Church Regarding Baptism (La Vergne: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 
2006), chap. 1. 
19 Barth, chap. 1. 
20 Barth, chap. 1. 
21 Darrell L. Bock and Jonathan J. Armstrong, Virtual Reality Church: Pitfalls and Possibilities (or How to 
Think Biblically about Church in Your Pajamas, VR Baptisms, Jesus Avatars, and Whatever Else Is Coming 
Next) (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2021), p. 217. 
22 Barth, chap. 1. 
23 Beasley-Murray, p. 17. 
24 Rom. 6:3-47 
25 Barth, chap. 1. 
26 Beasley-Murray, p. 17. 
27 Christopher Helland, ‘Ritual’, in Digital Religion: Understanding Religious Practice in New Media 
Worlds, ed. by Heidi Campbell (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), pp. 25–40 (p. 27). 
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What the ritual does is it allows believers to be part of both church28 and Christ’s 

fellowship,29 but it is important the ritual is completed in the ‘presence of the 

community and for the community.’30 It is not just a witness, or a community 

requirement like circumcision in the Old Testament,31 but an ‘expression of unity’ with 

the wider church and beyond denominational boundaries.32  

 

However, Baptism has moved from being a response event33 in cold ‘living water’,34 to 

an organised service, with preparation classes, purpose built baptistries with warm 

water, and now in VR with avatars.  

 

This paper focuses on baptism by immersion, specifically the mode used by the Baptist 

church. It does not cover infant baptism, which should not occur in VR as the users 

should be over thirteen. Paedobaptism is not normally accepted within the BUGB. I 

acknowledge other denominations (orthodox/catholic) see baptism as a ritual of 

initiation, but I believe this is not currently practised in VR. 

 

VR Church 

 

However, churches in the metaverse are different, in August 2021 Facebook changed 

its name to Meta to focus on the virtual world, where access is primarily gained 

through VR headsets. The term ‘metaverse’ first appears in Neal Stephenson’s 1992 

science fiction novel Snow Crash describing a virtual environment where lifelike 

avatars engage with each other.35 Thirty years later, it is a vision Silicon Valley are 

heavily investing in and a few churches (predominantly American) have grasped the 

vision of the metaverse mission field.  

 

 
28 Barth, chap. 1. 
29 Moltmann, p. 226. 
30 Hans Küng, The Church. (Tunbridge Wells, UK: Burn and Oats, 1992), p. 80. 
31 Barth, chap. 1. 
32 Bock and Armstrong, p. 217. 
33 Acts 2:41 
34 Ferguson, chap. 12. 
35 Neal Stephenson, Snow Crash,  (London: Penguin Books, 2011), chap. 2. 
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VR Church operates in several metaverse areas, but this paper will focus on the 

AltspaceVR world, which can be accessed through a specifically configured headset or 

computer program.  People attend as their avatar which is the visible representation of 

a real person who controls the avatar, it cannot exist without the embodied person 

operating it.36 When the avatar speaks, it is the actual human who is speaking, when 

the real person stops the game or application the avatar ceases to exist. The 

metaverse offers the opportunity to engage differently with the sacraments as it is not 

restrained by the limitations of the physical world.37  Both VR and onsite have 

preparation classes, public confession and use the traditional Trinitarian phrase.  

The main difference is the baptismal act, onsite the individual is immersed by the 

minister, but in VR the avatar immerses themselves as current technology does not 

permit immersion by another. There is no physical water involved, it would be 

impractical and dangerous for a third party to pour water over the person in their 

location, as has been done for internet baptism.38  This is due to the electric 

equipment like headsets being used and the risk of electrocution. The transference of 

offline activities online,39 provide a ‘control panel of multiple possibilities’40 for 

engagement, but there are changes to the ritual. 

 

Ritual Transfer Theory  

 

The University of Heidelberg developed the  ‘ritual transfer theory,’ which considers 

the effects on the initial ritual when there are changes to the context of ritual or the 

ritual itself.’41   

 
36 Teresa Berger, @Worship: Liturgical Practices in Digital Worlds (New York, NY: Routledge, 2017), 
chap. 2. 
37 Berger, chap. 4. 
38 Berger, chap. 5; Douglas Estes, Simchurch: Being the Church in the Virtual World (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Zondervan, 2009), pp. 133–39. 
39 Digital Religion: Understanding Religious Practice in New Media Worlds, ed. by Heidi A. Campbell 
(Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2013), p. 1. 
40 Heidi Campbell and Stephen Garner, ‘Networked Theology: Negotiating Faith in Digital Culture’ (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), chap. Introduction. 
41 Dorothea Lüddeckens and others, ‘Transfer of Ritual’, Journal of Ritual Studies, 20.1 (2006), 1–10 (p. 
1). 
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The outcome is either a ‘small modification’ which does not affect the identity or a 

‘transformation‘ which ‘challenges the rituals identity,’42 which for baptism could 

provide challenges  for the participants ‘spiritual life.’43   When the offline ritual is 

transferred online through the medium of the internet Miczek highlights  it involves a 

‘transfer between different realities’ from physical to virtual44 and this changing 

process has ‘three heuristic components of transformation, invention and exclusion.’45   

This paper will focus on one component; elimination, which is described as the 

‘process of the elimination of something already established in the observed 

context.’46  The main elimination in VR is the candidate is not  physically baptised and 

as Helland asks is the ‘exclusion of a real body too much of a change?’47  

 

 

Who is baptised? 

 

The main concept to be examined is who is baptised, if it is the person represented by 

the avatar then it would be a sacred ritual and identical to onsite where the person is 

represented by their physical body. If it is just the avatar, then is it any different from a 

television cartoon programme or game?  I will argue that baptism includes both the 

visible representation of the person in the body, whether a physical body or an avatar 

and the invisible psyche. The difficulty is identifying what it means to be human, or a 

person, to be real48 or even to be alive?49 

 

 
42 Lüddeckens and others, p. 1. 
43 Simone Heidbrink, ‘Exploring the Religious Frameworks of the Digital Realm: Offline-Online-Offline 
Transfers of Ritual Performance’, Masaryk University Journal of Law and Technology, 1.2 (2007), p. 175. 
44 Miczek, p. 149. 
45 Miczek, p. 150. 
46 Miczek, p. 150. 
47 Helland, p. 35. 
48 Nancy K. Baym, Personal Connections in the Digital Age, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015), 
chap. 1.  
49 Sherry Turkle, Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1995), p. 24. 
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There are over one hundred and thirty different understandings of human ontology50 

and for evangelical scholars the most common view is the person consists of a visible 

part; the physical body and an invisible part the soul,51 these are united in life, but 

separated at death.52  In baptism is the body an important part or just the vehicle used 

by the soul to follow Jesus’ command?  Baptism is an individual action, but what 

distinguishes a person as different? Carl Jung describes the persona53 as ‘a mask that 

mediates between the soul and the outside world’54 and all humans wear virtual masks 

often to fulfil a particular role (student, parent, employer)55 or hide character traits, 

but although the outward person may change the inward remains constant. Catherine 

LaCugna suggested personal identity is expressed through an individual’s name,56 but 

people change names or use professional ones.  In VR people can change their avatar's 

name or use different ones in other programs, although naming is a type of identity 

attributed to a body, it can be changed.  Similar to the physical human body, it is 

needed to exist, but they deteriorate and can be changed physically, but the soul is 

different as Paula Gooder suggests there is ‘no mechanism to change it.’ 57  

 

Gooder indicates the soul is that ‘unique core that makes’ a person truly human and 

uses the word ‘me-ness’ to describe this ‘real essence of’ a person. 58  

 
50 Marc Cortez, Theological Anthropology: A Guide for the Perplexed. (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 
2010), p. 69. 
51 Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids, Mich: 
Zondervan, 2004), chap. 23. 
52 Paula Gooder, Body: A Biblical Spirituality for the Whole Person. (Paris: Fortress Press, 2016), chap. 1. 
Gooder discusses  Monism, Dualism (Grudem uses term Dichotomy) and Trichotomy as well as the 
interchangeable use of soul and spirit.  
53 James P Driscoll, Jung’s Cartography of the Psyche: A Guide to Terms, Concepts, and Insights 
(Washington: Academica Press, 2020).  
54 Graham Parkes, ‘Facing the Masks: Persona and Self in Nietzsche, Rilke and Mishima’, Mosaic: A 
Journal for the Interdisciplinary Study of Literature, 20.3 (1987), 65–79 (p. 70). 
55 Parkes, p. 65. 
56 Catherine Mowry LaCugna, God for Us: The Trinity and Christian Life (New York, NY: HarperOne, 
2006), p. 404. 
57 Gooder, chap. 1. 
58 Gooder, chap. 1. 
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Martin Heidegger uses similar terminology in describing the soul as the ‘thatness and 

whatness’59 or ‘I-myself-ness,’60 of being human.  

 

Gooder states this ‘me-ness’ of me can only be fully realised in a relationship with God 

as the soul describes not only the living person, but their identify beyond the grave, 

and for eternity.61  For Barth the  ‘ontological constitution of human persons’ is  ‘a 

properly ordered and unified duality of body and soul that is created, preserved and 

regenerated by the Holy Spirit.’62  Barth’s understanding of the body is twofold, the 

visible body represents the ‘objective aspect of human nature’ and the invisible soul 

represents the ‘the subjective life of a material organism.’63 Following Barth’s 

argument the human body executes the ‘decisions of the soul,’64 therefore if  the ‘soul’ 

desires to be baptised, the body is the vehicle for achieving that. Similarly if the soul is 

happy this could be represented by a smile on the physical body, the outer replicates 

the inner ‘me-ness’.  It is impossible to locate the soul in the body because it is not a 

physical object like the brain, but the life force that inhabits the body.65  

 

Moreover, Barth associates body ‘with the being of a creature as that which 

determines the ‘manner’ and ‘nature’ of its existence.’66  Heidegger addressed the 

question of the ‘sense of being’67 using the word Dasein as a ‘philosophical expression 

for what is distinctive of humanity.’68  Dasein,69  in German normally means ‘being 

there or existing’, but Heidegger used it for the human mode of being.’70  

 
59 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time: A Translation of Sein Und Zeit, trans. by Joan Stambaugh, SUNY 
Series in Contemporary Continental Philosophy (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1996), 
p. 5. 
60 John Haugeland, Dasein disclosed: John Haugeland’s Heidegger, ed. by Joseph Rouse (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2013), pt. 2 chapter 3. 
61 Gooder, chap. 3. 
62 Marc Cortez, ‘Body, Soul, and (Holy) Spirit: Karl Barth’s Theological Framework for Understanding 
Human Ontology’, International Journal of Systematic Theology, (2008), (p. 328). 
63 Cortez, ‘Body, Soul, and (Holy) Spirit’, p. 333. 
64 Cortez, ‘Body, Soul, and (Holy) Spirit’, p. 333. 
65 Gooder, chap. 2. 
66 Cortez, ‘Body, Soul, and (Holy) Spirit’, p. 333. 
67 Heidegger, pp. 10–11. 
68 Haugeland, pt. 2 chapter 3. 
69 Heidegger, pp. 10–11. 
70 Kaufmann, pt. 4 paragraph 34. 
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Dasein exists ‘only in being lived by humans as their way of life,’ but his manner of life 

must ‘embody some understanding of being’ otherwise they would not be human.71 

This invisible part remains perspectual, whether that is described as the ‘me-ness’, soul 

or Dasein, the ‘who is what maintains itself in the changes through its modes of 

behaviour.’72   

 

The concept of ‘being’ has perhaps changed with the advent of the digital, which has 

produced a new type of self,  described by Jayne Gackenbach and Johnathan Bown as  

the ‘hyper personal self’ where the internet permits the person to create their online 

personality in a different context from their ‘real identity’ or to ‘construct something in 

between as a mixture of a genuine and imagined self.’73  Although technology has 

blurred the boundaries between self and role74 virtual  participants are not just 

viewers on ‘screen’ but are encapsulated in the environment, 75 and it constitutes part 

of the meaning of being human.76   

 

Although technology may change in the future, currently water and electricity do not 

match, therefore pouring a jug of water over the candidate's head, whilst they are 

wearing an Oculus headset is not viable and dangerous. Arceno argues that water is 

not necessary ‘since the person’s physical experience is generated by technology in 

virtual reality.’77 I would argue there is possibly a different experience depending on 

the technology used to access the metaverse. I would support Arceno’s argument if a 

VR headset is used, but from personal experience, I do not find the experience so 

immersive if accessed by the computer program. Although it is interactive and the 

avatar can move around, the operator is more aware of their physical surroundings 

than when the headset is used. However, the person is still present as previously 

discussed. 

 
71 Haugeland, pt. 2 chapter 3.   
72 Heidegger, p. 108. 
73 Boundaries of Self and Reality Online: Implications of Digitally Constructed Realities, ed. by Jayne 
Gackenbach and Johnathan Bown (London: Academic Press), p. 47. 
74 Turkle, p. 192. 
75 Helland, p. 34. 
76 Katherine G. Schmidt, Virtual Communion: Theology of the Internet and the Catholic Sacramental 
Imagination (Lanham: Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 2020), p. 60. 
77 Arceno, p. 163. 
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 While water is a key component of baptism, I would argue that as the type of water 

used has changed since the first century,78 then the use of virtual water is another 

mode of use. Irma Dueck writes ‘it is only water, but it ushers us into a way of life,’79 

the same spiritual life whether the water is wet or virtual. 

 

In VR the candidate's avatar must self immerse in the water, the technology does not 

allow the pastor’s avatar to assist with the process. In onsite baptism the candidate 

gives control to the pastor, as they are baptised, symbolising they are handing control 

of their lives to God in response to his call.  Even with aspersion or affusion, the control 

remains with the pastor. The Jewish method of baptism or cleansing  was using 

Mikwaoth (immersion pools), where the person self baptised,80 and this could have 

been the method used on the day of Pentecost.81 Walter Baepler suggests that 

baptising three thousand people by immersion would have beyond the physical 

capabilities of the twelve apostles and the ‘assumption is it was not by immersion’.82  

The avatar is submitting to the symbolic process of baptism and just as modes of 

baptism have altered over the centuries to reflect changing practices, the use of VR is 

just another change as technology develops. 

 

The internet is a sphere where although ‘the body becomes secondary’ and the soul 

free to engage,83 the person remains embodied,84 but this embodiment changes the 

‘way people experience the world.’85  Baptism in VR is a new method for experiencing 

the ritual, but any ritual transfer raises questions as to its validity. 

 

 
78 Ferguson, chap. 12. 
79 Irma Fast Dueck, ‘It’s Only Water: The Ritual of Baptism and the Formation of Christian Identity’, 
Vision: A  Journal for Church and Theology, 12.2 (2011), 21–27 (p. 27). 
80 Ferguson, chap. 4. 
81 Acts 2 
82 Walter A. Baepler, ‘The Mode of Baptism’, Concordia Theological Monthly, 10.57 (1939), 561–71 (p. 
567). 
83 Heidi Campbell, ‘Congregation of the Disembodied’, in Virtual Morality, ed. by M Wolf (London: Peter 
Lang Publishing, 2003), pp. 179–99 (p. 195). 
84 Ecclesiology for a Digital Church: Theological Reflections on a New Normal, ed. by Heidi Campbell and 
John Dyer (London: SCM Press, 2021), p. 5. 
85 Campbell and Dyer, p. 5. 
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Conflict with the ritual transfer process 

 

The transfer of a ritual to a new medium, whether online or offline will normally 

provoke conflict. The source of the conflict needs to be identified  and as research 

demonstrates   ‘mediated rituals often provide conflict,’ but it is not clear whether this 

is caused by those who disagree with the initial transfer, or the content of the new 

ritual.86  The conflict can be because of the ‘media’s indeterminate, or fuzzy, 

boundaries between virtuality and reality’ or the virtual world is not accepted as 

‘authentic ritual space.’87  The baptism ritual itself has caused conflict with suggestions 

that Baptists had ‘exaggerated the importance of water baptism’88 when Jesus was 

actually referring to Baptism by the Holy Spirit  and their focus on this ritual for 

‘‘safeguarding of personal faith’89 had alienated them from other denominations. 90  

 

However, the real potential conflict is whether a real person is baptised. The 

immersive technology assists the ritual as the ‘performance and efficacy’ of the ritual 

stretches the imagination of the user within the world and directly allows them to 

interact with the process, they believe they are there, an integral part of the ritual.91  

Spadaro states the avatar is not a different person, but the same person ‘living in a 

different anthropological space’92  There are those who would disagree and state that 

physical onsite church is the only option, where people ‘gather, in real time and space 

as real people’93 It is suggested that while humans are embodied souls, using VR 

disembodies them and they are no longer Imago Dei.94  

 
86 Simone Heidbrink, Nadja Miczek, and Kerstin Radde-Antweiler, ‘Contested Rituals in Virtual Worlds’, 
in Ritual, Media, and Conflict, ed. by Ronald L. Grimes and others (Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 
165–87 (p. 180). 
87 Heidbrink, Miczek, and Radde-Antweiler, p. 181. 
88 Joshua T Searle, Theology after Christendom: Forming Prophets for a Post-Christian World (Eugene, 
Oregon: Cascade Books, 2018), chap. 7. 
89 Beasley-Murray, pp. 83–84. 
90 Beasley-Murray, pp. 83–84. 
91 Heidbrink, Miczek, and Radde-Antweiler, pp. 181–83; Arceno, p. 160. 
92 Antonio Spadaro, Cybertheology: thinking Christianity in the era of the Internet, trans. by Maria Way, 
First edition (New York: Fordham University Press, 2014), chap. 5.  
93 Jay Y. Kim, Analog Church: Why We Need Real People, Places, and Things in the Digital Age (Downers 
Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, an imprint of InterVarsity Press, 2020), pp. 77–78, 116. 
94 Ronald L. Giese, Jr, ‘Is “Online Church” Really Church? The Church as God’s Temple -’, Themelios An 
International Journal for Students of Theological and Religious Studies., 45.2 (2020), 347–67 (pp. 361–
63). 
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Jay Kim suggests that the church is designed to be something ‘no online platform could 

be, ‘a real gathering of real people.’95 

 

This restricts an omnipresent and omnipotent God if he cannot be present in the 

metaverse. If God is present, through the spirit, at onsite baptism then the same spirit 

must be present at a virtual one. It was God who created the universe96  and unless his 

power is restricted then he must be present in the metaverse, as it is a time and space 

created by him. As Guichun Jun writes ‘it is right to say that VR is within the universe of 

God, who is a supernatural and metaphysical being.’97  VR is not a ‘different time and 

space ‘ that humans ‘teleport into,’  their ‘physical bodies remain in the real world,’98  

An essential part of baptism is that the  candidate offers themselves as ‘an act of faith’ 

in God,’99 which does not differ in VR, the ritual is a ‘performative sign’100 involving 

both the human participants and God. If baptism reflects ‘fellowship with the 

church’101 then unless virtual churches perform the rituals how can they be ‘real, 

authentic Christ communities’102   

 

If it is the ‘soul’ that is the focal point of Baptism, and the body is a visible 

representation of the soul, which is similar to an avatar being a visible representation 

of a person, then VR baptism should be seen as acceptable. At death, the soul ascends 

to heaven, the body decays103. This argument could be applied to both dichotomy and 

trichotomy as they recognise the different ontological aspects of the body but is 

unlikely to be accepted by monism. 

 
95 Kim, p. 103. 
96 Gen. 1 
97 Guichun Jun, ‘Virtual Reality Church as a New Mission Frontier in the Metaverse: Exploring Theological 
Controversies and Missional Potential of Virtual Reality Church’, Transformation: An International 
Journal of Holistic Mission Studies, 37.4 (2020), 297–305 (p. 300). 
98 Jun, p. 302; Estes, p. 120. 
99 Küng, p. 208. 
100 James Wm McClendon, The Collected Works of James Wm. McClendon, Jr (Waco: Baylor University 
Press, 2014), chap. 7. 
101 Barth, chap. 1. 
102 Estes, p. 138. 
103 Eccles 12:7 
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Turkle says people should use their virtual experiences to comprehend the real,104 

while Helland emphasises that online ‘allows the Christians to be present and have the 

feeling of being there.’105 I would disagree with Spadaro’s comments that the ‘concept 

of the virtual sacraments’  that God’s grace is bestowed initially upon the avatar and 

subsequently transferred to the person,106 and argue it is delivered directly to the 

person, as the soul, the me-ness, the Dasein is always present.   A person who is 

baptised as a teenager, will have a different body as they get older, they may have 

cosmetic surgery or lose a limb, does that mean they should be re-baptised? I would 

argue not, although the body has changed, their ‘me-ness’ or soul has remained 

constant throughout. Therefore if the physical body is a secondary consideration for 

onsite baptism, there should be no difference between onsite and VR baptism. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Pastor Alina (VR Church) suffers from chronic illness and had been housebound for 

over twelve years. She felt that as she was isolated and baptism was not an option, 

until she discovered VR and described her experience as very real and emotional.107 

Arceno describes the virtual church as a ‘viable alternative’ rather than a replacement 

for onsite church108 and similarly baptism in VR is not a replacement for onsite 

baptism, nor the only model in a digital age, it is another model that can be utilised.109 

Baptism and church have changed since the early church, but embracing the digital will 

provide new opportunities to engage, especially in the context of VR.  

 
104 Turkle, p. 269. 
105 Helland, p. 25. 
106 Spadaro, chap. 5. 
107 DJ SOTO, ‘Alina’s Virtual Reality Baptism Story’, YouTube, 2018 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2fLjxjgD9Bo> [accessed 6 May 2022]. 
108 Arceno, p. 161. 
109 Arceno, p. 163. 
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The church will not be replaced by technology,110  but will need to embrace these new 

questions of ‘being present, but also absent’111 and needs to embrace these new 

methods of the ‘digital revolution.’112 

 

Whether onsite or VR, the ritual of baptism is twofold following a command of Christ 

after a declaration of personal faith and a secondly by witnessing  to the community 

and being in fellowship with the church. The transfer of the ritual from onsite to VR 

does raise conflict, predominantly around the person being present at baptism. Peter 

Phillips states  humans experience mutual presence better in the physical but  ‘it is 

wrong to say that is the only presence.’113 I have argued that the main focal point is 

the soul, the individual  ‘me-ness’ of the human being, with the avatar or the physical 

body just being the vehicle the soul uses to fulfil the ritual.  

 

Having focused on the exception from Miczek’s model, further research could be 

undertaken on other differences like the exclusion of water114 or the avatar immersing 

themselves.115 Baptism by immersion is important, especially within Baptist culture, 

but as I have argued in VR it is both the avatar and the soul of the person, they 

represent that are baptised, no different to the onsite experience. 

 

  

 
110 Bock and Armstrong, pp. 233–34. 
111 Baym, chap. 1. 
112 Maggi Dawn, ‘Worship, Community and Missio Dei in a Digital Age’’, in Missio Dei in a Digital Age, ed. 
by Jonas Kurlberg and Peter Phillips (London: SCM Press, 2020), pp. 170–94 (pp. 164–65). 
113 Berger, chap. 5. 
114 Arceno, p. 163; Ferguson, p. 59. Both comments on these aspects in their writings 
115 Bock and Armstrong, pp. 230–31. 
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