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Abstract: 

On October 28, 2021, Mark Zuckerberg officially revealed the rebranding of Facebook to 

Meta. This publicity later launched Meta’s virtual reality world called Horizon Worlds. 

Virtual reality (VR) worlds have been a prominent movie genre ever since the trilogy of The 

Matrix (1999-2003)—plus, the latest The Matrix Resurrections (2021). To mention more, 

Ready Player One (2018), Tron (1982) and Tron: Legacy (2010), and recently, Free Guy 

(2021). The prominence of the VR/AR genre is also evident in Japanese Anime novel series 

like Sword Art Online (VRMMORPG) and Log Horizon (MMORPG). The idea of VR is a 

leap of vision from the physical world to a computer-generated world—an immersive and 

expansive simulated reality. 

Nowadays, several churches—even before the COVID pandemic—are already 

engaging in VR worlds. However, many are still cynical about the rationality of the “reality” 

of VR. Questions like, does being an avatar reduce the real experience of a person? Is VR 

community a class-A imitation of a face-to-face/on-site gathering? Is VR church, or doing 

VR ministry, partial Gnosticism—sometimes called excarnation or discarnation—as opposed 

to Christ’s incarnational act? These concerns need to be addressed. 

 Consequently, the paper contends for a theological perspective of virtual realism for 

optimal church engagement. This theology of virtual realism is explored through 

philosophical investigations (mostly coming from David Chalmers’ view) of metaphysics, 

ontology, and psychology in the light of biblical principles. Moreover, the historical snapshot 

of VR and succinct definition are necessary for contextual clarity. Having a proper lens of a 

theology of virtual realism shapes a more intentional and purposeful engagement and 

involvement in the digital culture—specifically—the metaverse. 
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1. Introduction: 

Diving into Web3 requires faith and practices to be equipped with a proper understanding of virtual 

reality (VR)—which includes the metaverse—to wrought upon an upright digital culture.1 Hence, a 

Theology of Virtual Realism. This paper is in the category of Digital Theology, wherein, it ought to be 

looking forward culturally and theologically rather than being reactionary—which puts the church in a 

strategic position as a shaping force for digital culture.2  

 
1 For annotated sources of the definition of Web3, read Tyler Prieb, “The Web3 Explainer for Pastors,” The 

Missional Labs Journal, 14 January 2022, https://missional.substack.com/p/the-web3-explainer-for-pastors. Prieb 

noted, “Web3 is a shorthand for an ecosystem of emerging technologies, protocols, networks, and applications that 

represent a new stage of the evolution of the internet.” It aims for decentralization, inclusivity, and social trust. 
2 See Heidi Campbell’s third provocation in “Four Provocations on Digital Theology: A Response” Cursor_ 

Zeitschrift Für Explorative Theologie, 06 November 2020, https://doi.org/10.21428/fb61f6aa.f39f5e57. 



1.1. Why VR? 

It has been a common view that virtual reality, virtual religion, or anything that has the word virtual, 

pertains to disembodiment, excarnation, and inauthentic reality. My only goal—though it is through a 

lot of calibration of premises—is to contend for the realism of virtual reality specifically in the 

context of church ministry and theology. 

Many scholars are still cautious when it comes to engaging in the metaverse. It seems that virtual 

reality is not as authentic as it seems for them.3 Some even commented, in one of my blog posts 

which I shared on social media, “Change the narrative by using digital rather than virtual as the 

descriptor. There is a lot of baggage attached to virtual.” While with digital or online communion, 

baptism, and so on, many digital theologians have considered these practices valid and effective.4 

However, the attitude towards VR does not gain the same considerations. Hence, the purpose is to 

present a theology of virtual realism. 

1.2. Aim 

The aim is to demonstrate virtual reality as a genuine reality. It serves the purpose for which Christian 

churches would be able to perceive VR as a real ministry. A proper theological lens of virtual realism 

is essential to further shape the digital culture. Although the paper draws principally from David 

Chalmer’s philosophy, an Australian philosopher of mind and cognitive scientist, I have established 

biblical principles as well.5 Again, my goal is simple—not to define VR churches nor argue if there 

are real churches in the virtual world, yet—to present VR as genuine reality philosophically, 

biblically, and theologically. 

1.3. Method 

The paper investigates four major areas of reality—biblical, philosophical, cultural, and theological 

realms. First, it is vital to begin by grounding the concept of virtuality in the light of biblical 

principles. Second, through philosophical arguments, mainly from Chalmers’ viewpoint, which links 

both the ancient and modern thinking of VR. Third, the perception of reality is most evident in 

cultural actuality, hence the survey of techno-cultural society. Finally, as it concludes, the theology of 

virtual realism presents a proper way to recognize VR as genuine reality for shaping both the current 

and future digital culture, especially the metaverse. Yet, preliminary presentations of the history of 

VR and its definition are necessary as a backdrop for this paper’s purpose. The following two sections 

 
3 Amar D. Peterman, “How the Metaverse will Pull Us Further Apart,” Sojourners, 15 November 2021, 

https://sojo.net/articles/how-metaverse-will-pull-us-further-apart. 
4 Madeleine Davies, “Holy Communion Online is ‘Valid and Effective’, says Burridge,” Church Times, 21 January 

2022, https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2022/21-january/news/uk/holy-communion-online-is-valid-and-

effective-says-burridge. Cf. Teresa Berger, @Worship: Liturgical Practices in Digital Worlds (NY: Routledge, 

2018); Katherine G. Schmidt, Virtual Communion: Theology of the Internet and the Catholic Sacramental 

Imagination (Maryland: Lexington Books, 2020); and John Paul Arceno, “Is Virtual Baptism a ‘Real’ Baptism?” in 

Technology and Theology ed. William Anderson (Wilmington, DE: Vernon Press, 2020), 149-167; and Simon 

Werrett, “Baptism in the Metaverse: Sacrament or Sacrilegious?” Global Network for Digital Theology Conference 

2022, How Theology and Faith Practices Shape Digital Culture, July 7-9. 
5 David J. Chalmers, Reality+: Virtual Worlds and the Problems of Philosophy (NY: W. W. Norton & Co, 2022). 



present a snapshot of VR history and its definition as immersive, interactive, and computer-generated 

(or digital)—or core VR. 

2. Snapshot of VR Origins 

I locate the beginnings of VR from the history of panoramic painting. The panorama method was patented 

by Robert Barker in 1787, yet the bird’s-eye view style has almost the same technique which can be 

traced back to Wenceslaus Hollar’s ‘Long View of London from Bankside’ in 1647. Lily Ford noted in 

the last section of her essay, “The new bounds of reality, visible from this suspended vantage point, were 

best articulated using the vocabulary of virtual reality.” 6 

In the early 1960s, Morton Heilig’s Sensorama was the earliest functioning VR. Heilig’s goal was 

that Sensorama “will become the first art form to reveal the new scientific world to the man in the full 

sensual vividness and dynamic vitality of his consciousness.”7 Joining Heilig’s innovative idea was Ivan 

Sutherland’s The Ultimate Display in 1965. Also, Thomas Zimmerman’s Data Glove, DataSuit, and 

EyePhone in 1985.8 Nowadays, Meta’s Oculus Rift and Quest are the prominent VR headsets competing 

with Sony PlayStation VR, etc. To this concept, VR is not a new technology as others thought of.9 

3. Defining VR: Immersive, Interactive, and Digital 

The term ‘virtual’ became unlikely during the mid-2000s because of its link to simulated experiences like 

the movies The Matrix and Ready Player One.10 Arguably, virtual was not always perceived negatively, 

as less-real or inauthentic, in history. The term ‘virtual’ comes from the root word ‘virtus’ which has the 

same etymology as ‘virtue.’ ‘Virtus’ signifies strength, power, courage, and likeness of the essence.11 

The definition later developed alongside digitality. Thus, John Vince’s work, author of books 

about computer graphics, animation, and virtual reality, characterized VR as immersive and interactive. 

Charles Grimsdale noted, “The essence of virtual reality is immersion. This is the ability to immerse the 

computer user in a computer-generated experience, as an active participant, as opposed to a passive 

viewer.” 12 VR is an immersive and interactive experience of human physiology and psychology. 

 
6 Lily Ford, “Virtual reality, 19th Century Style: The History of the Panorama and Balloon View” Open Learn of 

Open University, 13 April 2017; originally published as “Unlimiting the Bounds: The Panorama and the Balloon 

View,” The Public Domain Review, 3 August 2016, https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/unlimiting-the-bounds-

the-panorama-and-the-balloon-view. 
7 Morton Heilig, “The Cinema of Future (1955).” Cf. Jon Turi, “The Sights and Scents of the Sensorama Simulator,” 

Engadget (2014), https://www.engadget.com/2014-02-16-morton-heiligs-sensorama-simulator.html. 
8 Ivan Sutherland, “The Ultimate Display” “The Ultimate Display”, Proceedings of IFIP Congress 2 (1965): 506-08. 

Cf. Henry E. Lowood, “Virtual Reality,” in Encyclopedia Britannica, britannica.com/technology/virtual-reality. 
9 For more history of VR, read the introduction section 1.3 of “The Emergence of Virtual Reality,” in Virtual Reality 

and Augmented Reality: Myths and Realities, edited by Bruno Arnaldi, Pascal Guitton, and Guillaume Moreau 

(Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2018). 
10 Heidi Campbell and Ruth Tsuria, “Introduction to the Study of Digital Religion,” in Digital Religion: 

Understanding Religious Practice in Digital Media, 2nd edition (NY: Routledge, 2022). 
11  Richard A. Muller, “virtus,” in Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms: Drawn Principally from 

Protestant Scholastic Theology, Second Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017), 392-4. Cf. Chalmers, 

Reality+, 187. 
12 Charles Grimsdale, foreword to Virtual Reality Systems, by John Vince (Cambridge, UK: ACM Press, 1995), vii. 



Likewise, David Chalmers’ definition of VR is essentially immersive, interactive, and computer-

generated.13 VR is an all-in-all immersive, interactive, multi-sensory, viewer-centered, simulated 

environment.14 While mixed, extended, and augmented realities are all related to VR, I focus on VR in 

this paper. MR/XR/AR all demonstrates the integration of physical and virtual reality. It enhances or 

amplifies physical reality through sensations. The goal of VR/AR is to project a ‘full-sensory’ reality—

not just the senses of hearing and sight but also feeling, taste, and smell—called “total sensory 

immersion.”15 This is the holy grail of VR—full immersion.16 

Contextually, John Dyer on the term ‘virtual church’ defines it as “a service or community that 

meets in a fully virtual environment.”17 This term is reserved for church or faith experiences in the VR 

environments, simply inside the metaverse. How about VR thought in the light of biblical principles? 

4. Biblical Realm: VR as “more real” 

Understandably, there were no computer technologies in biblical times. However, the thought of VR as 

something extraordinary in the ancient world, in principles and logic, has a lot to do with how we ought to 

perceive VR today. Many times, in the Old Testament, the virtual realities—coming from the perspective 

of something unusual, supernatural, more-real, and divine act—are closely related to the indwelling 

presence and everlasting covenant of God. For many instances, the rainbow (Gen. 9:13), Abraham’s 

divine encounter (Gen. 15:17), Joseph’s dreams and interpretation (Gen. 37:5-9; 40-41), the burning bush 

event with Moses (Ex. 3:2), the pillars of cloud by day and of fire by night (Ex. 13:21-22), the shekinah 

glory in the tabernacle (Ex. 40:34-38; Ezk. 43:4), and the chariots of fire that took Elijah (2 Kings 2:11), 

just to cite some OT references for a succinct case. 

 Moreover, in the New Testament, the miracles of Christ—changing water into wine (John 2:1-

11), healings (4:46-54, 5:1-15, 9:1-7), walking on water (6:16-24), feeding the thousands (6:5-14), and 

the resurrection (11:1-45; 20:1-29)—can be categorized as something virtually happened. These miracles, 

henceforth, were not less-real, fake reality, nor inauthentic; these are genuine realities that happened in 

the real world. Some can argue that Christ has the access to the ‘dimensions’ of the heavenly and earthly 

realms, yet he even ‘cast’ these realities in our world today when he taught the disciple to pray, “Your 

kingdom come. Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10). Further, John’s acceptance of 

the revelation from God—through a virtual dream, or mediated through angels—as genuine reality, 

affected how the early Christians perceive the coming last days (Rev. 20-21), the new heaven and earth, 

the restorative consummation of all things. If perceived as an inauthentic experience, our faith is hopeless. 

 
13 Chalmers, Reality+, 189. 
14 Carolina Cruz-Neira, “Virtual Reality Overview”, Special Interest Group on Computer Graphics and Interactive 

Techniques 93.23 (1993): 1. 
15 Also known as the ‘Fifth Sense’, Gareth May, “Fifth Sense: The Next Stage of VR is Total Sensory Immersion,” 

Wareable 17 May 2017, https://www.wareable.com/vr/senses-touch-taste-smell-immersion-7776. Cf. Anne Corning, 

“Creating Full Sensory Experiences: The Future of AR/VR/MR/XR,” Radiant Vision System, 27 July 2020, 

https://www.radiantvisionsystems.com/blog/creating-full-sensory-experiences-future-ar/vr/mr/xr. 
16 Chalmers, Reality+, 189. 
17 John Dyer, “Exploring Mediated Ekklesia,” in Ecclesiology for a Digital Church: Theological Reflections on a 

New Normal, by Heidi A. Campbell and John Dyer (London: SCM Press, 2022), 7, 13. 



 For deeper cases, yet in brevity, the transfiguration [μεταμόρφωση] story, in Greek linguistic 

means ‘to remodel’, ‘to recreate’, or ‘to change into another form.’18 This thought is similar to the 

metamorphosis of a caterpillar into a pupa and then into a butterfly. Yet, in the context of Matthew 17:1-

11, the virtual appearance of Moses and Elijah, and Christ’s radiance, is a form of virtual reality—not the 

computer-generated one. But closely looking into the passage, the present disciples—Peter, James, and 

John—had a genuine experience of that reality. It was not inauthentic nor less-real; it is more real.  

Lastly, the case of the post-resurrection visit of Christ to the disciples in John 20:19-29 has the 

best illustration of this VR biblical thought. It seems the gospel writer put emphasis on Christ’s entering 

the room even though it was locked (19, 26). Why? Because of the metaphysical post-resurrection 

ontology in this passage, it seems better to stick to the text rather than speculate. However, even in Luke 

24:37, the disciples assumed that Christ was a spirit until they touched him. For lucidity, in a more VR 

context, I have explained this analogy in my Ready Player One’s theological analysis of Anorak’s, James 

Halliday’s avatar in RPO, meta-avatar.19 Either Christ entered by knocking on the door—though that will 

not result in the same reaction as how the disciples had—or by going through the wall then materialized, 

for this paper’s purpose, I suppose that the monumental experience was indeed a genuine reality. I have 

noted, “Could this form, or meta-avatar, be the ‘glorified body’ in Christian theology? Remember when 

Christ was resurrected, he was still in his human flesh, yet distinct to the normal body—or what C. S. 

Lewis would call ‘more real’”.20 

5. Philosophical Realm: Chalmer’s Argument 

I have stated above that I trace VR history from a panoramic painting method in either the late 

seventeenth or early eighteenth century leading to Heilig’s Sensorama in the late twentieth century. 

However, Chalmers—in his Reality+: Virtual Worlds and the Problems of Philosophy—presents his view 

on VR from a more philosophical viewpoint. He explores three ancient philosophers, Zhuangzi, Narada as 

Sushila, and Plato, respectively from Chinese, India’s Hindu, and Greek traditions.21 

 Chalmers’ main thesis is that VR is genuine reality and has the potential for genuine living.22 He 

argues that there are metaphysical concepts that needed to be explored because there is more reality than 

it seems in our current idea of reality. Conversely, this argument of Chalmers is appealing to metaphysical 

ontology. Like, Zhuangzi’s dream as an embodied butterfly or a butterfly dreaming as a Zhuangzi 

(epistemology or knowledge question); Narada’s desire to understand Vishnu’s Maya which brought to a 

transformation as Sushila (ontology or reality question); and Plato’s doctrine of Ideas and Forms, 

wherein, the present reality is but a shadow in a cave of a ‘fuller’ form of matter, reality, and being (ethics 

 
18 Gerhard Kittel, ed., “μορφή,” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament Vol. 4, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1967), 755, 758. 
19 John Paul Arceno, “Utopian Virtual Reality in Ready Player One: Responding with Real Hope and the Christian 

Teleos,” in Film, Philosophy and Religion ed. William Anderson (Wilmington, Delaware: Vernon Press, 2021), 79. 
20 Arceno, “Utopian VR in RPO and Christian Teleos,” 80. Cf. C. S. Lewis, “The Great Divorce” in The C. S. Lewis 

Signature Classics (New York: HarperCollins, 2017), 504. Cf. Peter Krol “Did Jesus Walk Through Walls?” 

Knowable Word, 28 June 2019, https://www.knowableword.com/2019/06/28/did-jesus-walk-through-a-wall/. Krol 

noted Lewis’ analogy of heaven as “fully real”. 
21 Chalmers, Reality+, 4-9. 
22 Chalmers, Reality+, xviii. 



or value question).23 On all these questions, he contended that VR has all the answers and conclusions as 

genuine reality. However, Chalmers goes beyond these ancient philosophies. 

 For brevity, VR is a genuine reality—a digital-physical reality—grounded in the ‘it-from-bit’ 

concept of John Wheeler.24 Wheeler said, “Every physical reality, every it, derives its ultimate 

significance from bits, binary yes-or-no indications, a conclusion which we epitomize in the phrase, if 

from bit.” This concept can be observed as a development from philosophers who thought that being and 

reality come from water, fire, and matter. Later then derived from the Pythagorean system of Pythagoras. 

Though, the it-from-bit theory is a form of materiality but is currently understood as the binary system of 

1-0, yes-no, and true-false.25 

 If reality is reduced in physicalness, for argument’s sake, VR as it-from-bit is still physical. 

Hence, therefore, a genuine reality. The binary system had machinery wherein mechanical levers were 

used to signal data: lever-up for 1, lever-down for 0.26 Later these physical bits were paper cards inserted 

into a machine that reads pencil marks on its sheet.27 Today, the bits are read and transmitted either 

through electrical voltages via CAT6 network cables or fast-traveling pulses of light via fiber optic cables. 

 To sum, both in ancient philosophy and modern technology, virtual reality—in its logic, essence, 

and purpose—is a genuine reality. This conclusion is opposed to the thought that VR is a mere imitation 

of reality or a fake one. Nor it is a denial or reduction of physical reality. Those who lived and 

experienced the metaverse did not see these virtual objects and environments as a replacement or denial 

of the physical body and environment, or as mere escapism. In their words, it is “another part of who I 

am… it is an augmentation.” “They’re simply experiencing a real virtual body,” Chalmers noted. 28 

 In the simplest term, again, for the sake of the argument, a counterfeit brand of Rolex watch is a 

genuine class-A imitation of the original Rolex watch. Likewise, any object and environment in the 

metaverse are real—virtually, digitally, and materially. Of course, just to be clear, both Chalmers and I do 

not perceive VR as fake or counterfeit reality but as real, genuine, and authentic. 

6. Cultural Realm: Mind, Tech, and VR 

Culture matters when it comes to theologizing. This section does not ground from culture to theology but 

rather engages theology with cultural realities—contextualization. This section explores modern VR 

technologies in the field of education, psychology, economics, and pop culture. 

 
23 See Plato’s famous allegory of the cave in book 7 of his The Republic. Plato understood the world in ontological 

dualism; that is, the invisible and eternal world of ideas through and the visible and temporal world of matter 

through perception. Cf. Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen, Christian Philosophy: A Systematic and 

Narrative Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013), 44-49. 
24 John Archibald Wheeler, “Information, Physics, Quantum: the Search for Links,” Proceeding of the 3rd 

International Symposium on the Foundation of Quantum Mechanics (Tokyo, 1989), 354-368. 
25 Chalmers, Reality+, 148-151. Philosophers behind these are Gottfried Leibniz, George Boole, Claude Shannon, 

also during the I Ching concept as yin-yang Chinese tradition. Cf. Dhriti Datta, “Origins of the binary number 

system” Digit.it, 14 November 2020, https://www.digit.in/features/tech/digit-mag-origins-of-the-binary-number-

system-56191.html 
26 “Timeline of Computer History,” Computer History Museum, www.computerhistory.org/timeline/computers/ 
27 Chalmers, Reality+, 157. 
28 Chalmers, Reality+, 222. 



6.1 In education, Educators in VR is one of the leading social VR organizations that help educators, 

researchers, and learners integrate VR/AR/XR into education, training, and research. The group 

mainly meets at AltspaceVR where they also train others in world-building.29 World-building is a 

term that educators and social VR administrators, managers, and passionate enthusiasts use to 

create immersive worlds for a more effective teaching strategy. 

For many years, digital or online education via Learning Management Systems, Instructional 

Designs, and open-source platforms have been offering quality, consistent, and inclusive 

educational sources in cyberspaces. Further, in the dawn of Web3, a more and/or pure digital 

approach came into the scene through creating immersive worlds in the metaverse. It has become 

more interactive and dynamic, than mere passive-broadcasted presentations. Moreover, through 

this approach, schools can conduct digital field trips without the possibility of going to unsecured, 

expensive, and risky places. 

Even more, there is a plan to launch ten metaversities in the United States of America this 

Fall through VictoryXR’s vision—founded by Steve Grubb in 2016. Accordingly, there is a study 

that shows the advantages of learning in VR either blended or full. This practice may be the 

future of remote learning.30 

 

6.2 In psychology and neuroscience, VR has been employed to assist people to recover from anxiety, 

depression, and grief. In a special documentary, Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation aired I Met 

You, wherein a mother met her deceased daughter in VR. Princeton neuroscientist Michael 

Graziano noted, “Since you know the person is gone, you accept the virtual equivalent for what it 

is—a comforting vestige”.31 

Studies have been done on the benefit of using VR to support and treat anxiety and 

depression.32 Some clinical facilities are now training therapists to use VR in combination with 

cognitive behavioral therapy, art therapy, music therapy, dealing with social anxiety, and 

exposure therapy. Harvard and Yale-trained psychiatrist Marlynn Wei said, “Virtual reality is a 

 
29 Educators in VR AltspaceVR channel: https://account.altvr.com/channels/1182698623012438188 
30 Steve Grubbs, “Ten Metaversities Launching in U.S. this Fall in first VictoryXR Cohort,” VictoryXR, 5 April 

2022, https://www.victoryxr.com/ten-metaversities-launching-in-u-s-this-fall-in-first-victoryxr-cohort/. Cf. Scott 

Likens and Daniel Eckert, “How Virtual Reality is Redefining Soft Skills Training,” PwC, 4 June 2021, 

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/tech-effect/emerging-tech/virtual-reality-study.html, https://www.prismsvr.com/ 
31 Kristin Houser, “Watch a Mother Reunite with Her Deceased Child in VR”, Futurism, 7 February 2020, 

https://futurism.com/watch-mother-reunion-deceased-child-vr. Global News YouTube channel: 

https://youtu.be/0p8HZVCZSkc. Cf. Russ Banham, “The Departed: Communicating with Lost Loved Ones Through 

AI and VR,” Dell Technologies, 4 December 2019, https://www.dell.com/en-us/perspectives/the-departed-

communicating-with-lost-loved-ones-through-ai-and-vr/.  
32 Nilufar Baghaei, Vibhav Chitale, Andrej Hlasnik, Lehan Stemmet, Hai-Ning Liang, and Richard Porter, “Virtual 

Reality for Supporting the Treatment of Depression and Anxiety: Scoping Review,” JMIR Mental Health 8 

(9):2021, https://mental.jmir.org/2021/9/e29681/. Cf. Elizabeth McMahon and Debra Boeldt, Virtual Reality 

Therapy for Anxiety: A Guide for Therapists (NY: Routledge, 2022). 



useful and novel way to enhance and make more efficient traditional forms of treatment for 

anxiety and depression.”33 

6.3 In pop culture, and e-commerce, the fluidity of economy through inclusivity, decentralized digital 

economy for entrepreneurs, NFTs (non-fungible tokens), cryptocurrencies, and virtual offices is 

the aim.34 In Amazon prime video series Upload, which was released in May 2020, provides a 

depiction of the integration of fluid e-conomics and a digital-VR afterlife. In this movie, a dying 

person has the option to “upload” his consciousness to the cloud and be transported to a virtual 

paradise.35 Moreover, in the story, they are also attempting to download a virtual consciousness 

from the cloud to another physically transplanted body. Oddly, this kind of concept is grounded 

in a utopian virtual reality.36 

Likewise, Japanese Anime novels and series, Sword Art Online, written by Reki Kawahara, 

and Log Horizon by Mamare Touno, visualize an impending future of VR. Both are in the context 

of MMORPG (Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game), while SAO is VRMMORPG. 

Before Ready Player One, these two Anime series are classics in the genre of VR. In season 4 of 

SAO Alicization, Alice Zuberg—an AI avatar created inside the virtual world—was successfully 

transferred into a physical human body (robot). Alice is an advanced true artificial general 

intelligence embodied from a copy of a fluctlight—essentially a human soul. This idea, in a sense, 

is the same goal as what is in the movie Upload—but they failed.37 

While Log Horizon is a left-out civilization in VR that explores how to live a quality life 

among other neighboring nations. The series is more about starting a civilization, identifying 

political systems, and existentialism. Similar narrative to Golding’s The Lord of the Flies.38 

6.4 Chalmers’ VR thought is also known as core VR; a full-dive virtual reality—which has 

immersive, interactive, and digital environments.39 This idea is no longer futuristic. The 

FifthSense also called “total sensory immersion” was hoped to be in the commercial market 

anytime in the 2020s.40 Craig Weightman noted, “Perhaps, then, Ready Player One isn’t as 

 
33 Marlynn Wei, “New Research Finds Virtual Reality Can Help Treat Anxiety,” 26 September 2021, 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/urban-survival/202109/new-research-finds-virtual-reality-can-help-treat-

anxiety. Cf. Psylaris VR therapy: https://www.psylaris.com/en/vr-therapy/ 
34 See Prieb, “The Web3 Explainer for Pastors,” for more discussion. 
35 Steve Greene, “‘Upload’ Review: A Forced Futuristic Rom-Com That’s More Artificial Than Reality”, IndieWire 

1 May 2020, https://www.indiewire.com/2020/05/uploadreview-amazon-prime-video-comedy-1202227640/. Cf. 

Austin Considine, “New Show Imagines a Not-too-distant Digital Heaven,” The Sydney Morning Herald, 24 June 

2020, https://www.smh.com.au/culture/tv-and-radio/upload-imagines-a-not-too-distant-digital-heaven-and-it-s-no-

paradise-20200623-p555bx.html 
36 See Arceno, “Utopian VR in RPO and Christian Teleos.” 
37 Alice Zuberg, in Season 4 Episode 22, claimed that she is a human. A good topic to explore in the future. 
38 William Gerald Golding, The Lord of the Flies (1954; repr., NY: Penguin Books, 2016). 
39 Chalmers, Reality+, 191. 
40 May, “Fifth Sense.” 



fantastical as you may think. There is plenty of evidence to show that the realisation of this 

alternate, fully accessible, virtual world may be just a matter of time.”41 

On social VR like AltspaceVR, Horizon Worlds, and other gaming VR, haptic suits, 

omnidirectional treadmills, and environment simulators for all sensations are already achievable 

today.42 However, others still consider it primitive—like Zuckerberg’s view—since their goal is 

photorealistic avatars. Why so? In Gen Z, Explained, GenZers closely understand authenticity, 

which is very important for them, with believability.43 Zuckerberg presents Meta with (with the 

goal of photorealistic avatars) much better presence, a greater sense of space, and experience in 

spatial-audio work rooms.44 Meta’s Horizon Worlds is progressing quickly every month. In June, 

Meta announced a deeper social experience for those who use Horizon Home. Wherein, users can 

invite their friends to watch a movie together, hang out, and launch multiplayer games in VR.45 

6.5 To sum, VR has dawned, and it does not have any plan to be interrupted on progression in the 

next decades. AR holograms such as holoportation and Fox’s Alter Ego game show are already 

here.46 A vlogger on YouTube, ThrillSeeker, made his own real-life Ready Player One set-up 

venturing to the metaverse and VR games.47  

Nick Clegg noted, “The future of the internet will be more human than the way we experience it 

today—more physical, interactive, and speech-based than flat screens filled with text and 

images.”48 This future is the aim of Web3, wherein currently being experienced by many. “It’s 

the next generation of the internet—a more immersive, 3D experience. Its defining quality will be 

a feeling of presence like you are right there with another person or in another place…” Clegg 

further said, “It’s ultimately about finding ever more ways for the benefits of the online world to 

be felt in our daily lives—enriching our experiences, not replacing them.” 49 

 

 
41 Craig Weightman, “Ready Player One: We Are Surprisingly Close to Realising Just Such a VR Dystopia”, The 

Conversation, 23 March 2018, https://theconversation.com/readyplayer-one-we-are-surprisingly-close-to-realising-

just-such-a-vr-dystopia-93623. 
42 For haptic suits, see: https://www.bhaptics.com/; Gaming VR sample: https://sandboxvr.com/ 
43 Roberta Katz, Sarah Ogilvie, Jane Shaw, and Linda Woodhead, Gen Z, Explained: The Art of Living in a Digital 

Age (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2021), 75, 194-5. 
44 Interview with Mark Zuckerberg by Norm Chan of Tested YouTube “Hands-On with Meta's New VR Headset 

Prototypes!” 20 June 2022, https://youtu.be/x6AOwDttBsc. 
45 “Making VR More Social With Meta Horizon Home,” Meta, 14 June 2022, about.fb.com/news/2022/06/making-

vr-more-social-with-meta-horizon-home/ 
46 Sergio Orts-Escolano, et. al, “Holoportation: Virtual 3D Teleportation in Real-time,” 

https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/2984511.2984517; “Overview,” Microsoft Holoportation, www.microsoft.com/en-

us/research/project/holoportation-3/; Cf. Sai Balasubramanian, “Microsoft Mesh: A New ‘Holoportation’ & Mixed 

Reality Platform That May Disrupt Healthcare,” Forbes, March 7, 2021. 
47 ThrillSeeker, “I Made Ready Player One in Real Life! - The Ultimate VR Setup,” YouTube, 23 June 2022, 

https://youtu.be/9BVOZaSEQfY; Cf. E-skin: https://xenoma.com/ 
48 Nick Clegg, “Making the Metaverse: What it is, How it will be Built, and Why it Matters,” Medium, 18 May 

2022, https://nickclegg.medium.com/making-the-metaverse-what-it-is-how-it-will-be-built-and-why-it-matters-

3710f7570b04. Clegg is the current president of Meta’s Global Affairs. 
49 Clegg, “Making the Metaverse.” 



7. Theology of Virtual Realism 

This section presents the theological significance and validity of virtual realism by answering several 

common VR queries on the embodiment, divine presence, metaphysical authenticity, experience, and 

hope. To begin, the theology of virtual realism is not a Gnostic partialism, nor a utopian deistic concept. 

The metaverse, or virtual world, is an incarnational place where people dwell for connections, social 

networks, media, business, education, and many things that are part of a human experience. Inside this 

world, the Christian community in cyberspace is a virtual congregation. This community is a valid human 

reality that extends to the realm of the metaverse. The virtual world is “in and being there” for “real” and 

genuine experience in the physical world.50  

Further, animator and filmmaker Keith Lango disagreed with both ideas of discarnation and 

escapism in VR. Lango said in an interview, “It's a much more incarnational approach. And as Christians 

that's our calling: to dive deep into the limitations of the physical creation, welcome them, wear them, 

accept them so as to love each other and bring redemption to a creation that was intended for so much 

more than this.”51 Moreover, unlike the Gnostics, the same Christ-incarnate is preached in the metaverse 

as it is preached at the on-site pulpit of local churches. Within the community of digital theologians, no 

one, yet, claims that virtual reality is unreal, inauthentic, and disembodied. Even Campbell and Dyer have 

stated, “To deny the body in digital religion is go engage in the very Gnosticism its detractors often claim 

happens online.”52 Again, VR is digital primarily. Moreover, in his lectures on Introduction to Digital 

Theology, Peter Phillips explains how digital and virtual realities cause physical, mental, social, and 

spiritual effects—such as gambling to bankruptcy, pornography to damaged interpersonal sexual 

behavior,53 and learning a language to speak the language after.54 

Consequently, the divine proximity in VR worlds is grounded in the doctrine of divine 

immanence—known as covenant presence. As stated in the biblical realm, God meets his people (ie. 

Moses at the burning bush, Elijah, Abraham, etc.—in various places and times. Indeed, cliché as it is, God 

cannot be contained in a box. Even the psalmist David knew that God is (every)anywhere—a universal 

presence (Psalm 139:7-10). In verse 7, “Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your 

presence? If I go to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.” How about 

if God’s people go to the VR world, is God there? Can his presence be felt and experienced in the 

metaverse? Of course, yes. Likewise, John Frame’s term “absolute presence” entails that without God’s 

presence in VR, there could be no meaning, no significance, and no purpose in the metaverse.55 Divine 

nearness especially with his people describes his providential involvement with human affairs even in VR 
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worlds. To note, Michael Bird states that God does not live in everything—as pantheism suggests—but 

“God exists everywhere in creation while remaining distinct from creation.”56 

Anthony Le Duc further argues that any kind of online presence—including VR presence—is a 

real experiential presence. “There was embodiment in the sense that there were actual, physical, living 

and breathing bodies engaging in the dynamic act of communicating,” Le Duc noted. Moreover, he said, 

“any presence that promotes communion and worship is valuable, authentic, and real.”57 Similarly, 

Filipino digital theologian Rei Crizaldo noted, “The virtual is an experience of reality mediated by 

technology—digital extensions of ourselves reaching out to others in bytes and pixels. Arguments can be 

made that this is no different [from] how Apostle Paul himself pioneered a form of virtual presence by 

circulating ‘epistles’ across the Mediterranean—only that the good apostle relied on ink and parchment 

instead of Wi-Fi and video shoots.”58 By claiming that virtual reality is not real because it is not physical, 

then we reduce reality only in materiality. However, as contended through Chalmers’ viewpoint, VR is 

physical, digital, and genuine reality. Further, Dyer notes that VR is a form of embodiment.59 It is not 

unreal nor inauthentic. With that, a VR avatar is perceived as an extension of self, like a mobile phone, 

social media, prosthetics, etc. As for Steve Taylor, it is another enfleshed form of communication. Taylor 

notes, “Every ‘avatar’ on a Zoom screen is a person with emotions, a material body, able to touch and be 

touched.”60 This point is exactly what the moderator in AltspaceVR told the audience when I first tried 

that virtual world. The moderator said during the AltspaceVR 101 Community Standards session, 

“Behind every avatar is a real person. Respect is key.” 

VR theology is eschatological in nature. It does not merely mirror the current reality but also 

shapes and appeals to future hope. This VR theology grounds both in the creation narrative as “created 

co-creator” (imago Dei) and “eschatological companions” with God in creation.61 Moreover, in his God, 

Technology, and the Christian Life, Tony Reinke anticipates the continuity of technology in the new 

heavens and new earth. Reinke claims that there will still be a need for tech in the eschatological city of 

God. However, these modern technologies “will be far exceeded in the superior material realities.”62 With 

these thoughts of co-creation and eschatological companions, VR has a great potential to be an avenue for 

these two—intersecting imago Dei and telos. 
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8. Conclusion, Reflection, and Challenge 

To wrought upon the impending future of virtual, augmented, mixed, and extended reality, we need to 

contend for the Theology of Virtual Realism, going beyond the realness of how we comprehend it at this 

point, to a really real reality of what Chalmers calls ‘Reality+’. VR theology is a broad field, as 

demonstrated in this paper. Thus, the aim is only to provide a theology of virtual realism as a startup. 

If we are not going to embrace the theology of virtual realism, we are letting the future generation 

fall into the same mistake as the kids in the Lord of the Flies—they will turn against each other and hurt 

themselves. In the recent United Nations’ 2022 High-Level Political Forum, on July 5, 2022, a K-pop girl 

group Aespa—also known as the ‘metaverse girl group’—appealed to the UN leaders for equal 

sustainable ecosystems both in the virtual world and the real world. Giselle said, “If our own reality is not 

sustainable, it would become difficult to sustain the possibilities of the virtual world. Without sustainable 

ecosystems or equal opportunities for quality living, there will be no real world to be mirrored.”63 

Consequently, paraphrasing Jim Samra, a pastor-theologian with a background in mechanical 

engineering; he asserted, “Watching Christians [next generation especially] trying to navigate this 

technological world is like watching sheep without a shepherd. It is [our] job as a pastor [and theologian] 

to help [our] people think biblically and theologically about technology [and virtual reality] so that they 

can live faithfully in this technological world [including the metaverse].”64 The contention of virtual 

reality as genuine reality appeals to the ultimate virtual reality of all—the Cross of Christ. 
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