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It's the kind of conversation you hear at church: 

"I just don't understand why God allows me to have these problems. I've lost my job. I'm at the end of my rope." 

Pause. 

"God doesn't always take us away from trouble, but he always takes us through it for our well-being." 

Pause. 

"Thank you." 

This exchange, however, didn't occur in any church, but in a chat room on Evangel Praise Center's Cyber-Church Web site, www.evangelpraisecenter.org. 

Evangel Praise Center, a Fresno-based portable church, founded Cyber-Church last year when the small congregation was between brick-and-mortar rental spaces. Services now are held in offices on West Shaw Avenue, but if people want to worship in their pajamas, they can log onto the Cyber-Church. 

It's just one more way the Internet is being used by local places of worship to spread their word. Most provide basic information about personnel, ministries, service times and ways to get in touch: enough info to answer the basic questions of newcomers and church-shoppers. 

Other sites add an archive of sermons (some in streaming audio and video), calendars of upcoming events, lists of readings, inspirational messages, links to other sites and additional information geared to help members of a congregation catch up if they've been away or to enhance regular worship. 

The Baptist General Conference reports that only eight churches in its 85-member Northern California Baptist Conference provided Web sites five years ago. Now nearly 60 churches are online. 

"Certainly we live in the Information Age and people are expecting to get information faster," says the Rev. Scott Gossenberger, pastor of Fresno's Northwest Church, a Baptist General Conference member with a snazzy Web site, www.nwc.org. 

Yellow and brown windows invite visitors to hear Gossenberger's sermons and music via computer. A newsletter is posted on the site bimonthly and there's a 102-photo scrapbook of people participating in Northwest functions. 

Live video feeds of services at Peoples Church in northeast Fresno appear on its site, www.peopleschurch.org. Visitors can click through information about 180 ministries and listen to the last four months of Wednesday and Sunday services. 

Temple Beth Israel, Fresno's largest Jewish congregation, provides video snapshots at www.uahc.org/congs/ca/ca057. One snapshot allows visitors to peek through synagogue windows to a menorah. A chat room is "under construction." 

The home page also informs users that help is needed to make matzo balls and charoseth and to decorate the social hall for Community Seder April 16. You can also click on information about buying Passover groceries at the temple. 

A photo of St. Mary's Catholic Church of Sanger appears on its site, www.rc.net/fresno/stmary. It also lists all 15 pastors the church has had -- the Rev. J.W. Smiers (1922-24) to the Rev. John Bruno (1993-present). 

Click on Father Hannibal House and visitors learn it's a social-service center on 14th Street in Sanger that provides food, clothing, medicine, limited rent and utilities assistance, overnight lodging and gas to the needy. 

At the other end of the online spectrum is North Fork Grace Community Church, whose Internet presence is extremely basic: a photo of 60 members of the United Church of Christ congregation gathered outside the building when the steeple was dedicated. 

North Fork Grace Community does not have its own Web address. The picture is on College Community Congregational Church's site www.collegeccc.org. 

But whether the Web sites are no-frills or have animated dove wings, orange-glowing crosses or video of sermons, there's plenty out there for people seeking Internet access to local places of worship. 

Online users 

Robin Ogle, a Fresnan who is single and unemployed, enjoys the worship and fellowship at Evangel Praise Center, even if it moved three times in five years. 

Online, Ogle welcomes the opportunity offered by the center's Cyber-Church to blab with others -- even strangers -- in the chat room, although sometimes she's shocked by what she reads. 

"Even in Christian chat rooms, the language can get raunchy," Ogle says. "But usually people are coming to learn. It tends to make you want to dig into God's word more often. And it makes you [double-check] on what someone is telling you." 

Cyber-Church initially helped meet the needs of people who didn't regularly attend church because of their jobs, remote residence or health. 

"It's not intended to replace 3-D fellowship in a local assembly," Terri Main writes on the site. 

The most popular part of the Cyber-Church Web site is From the Pulpit, where computer users can link to hear Rev. Cecil Branson's sermons. Fellowship Hall leads to busy Bible study chat rooms at 6 p.m. Tuesday for teens and at 6:30 p.m. Wednesday for adults. 

Main monitors the adult chat room, which is currently doing a study on the mind of Christ. Youth pastor Jeremy Henson monitors the teen chat room, whose topics vary. 

Those who access local church Web sites hail from all parts of the world. 

In Romania, Peoples Church missionaries regularly call up the church Web site to stay connected with church ministries and the congregants who financially support and pray for them. 

Mike Sarno, who owns a Fresno garage-door business, says he occasionally calls up Northwest's online newsletter, but not necessarily to stay on top of happenings at the church. 

Sarno and his wife, Rauna, are already pretty involved: he in men's ministries, she on the women's ministry board and sewing costumes for the church's Easter and Christmas productions. 

Mike Sarno gets a kick out of reading the newsletter jokes, saying, "It's nice to hear a joke that you aren't afraid to tell anybody." 

Although the North Fork Grace Community Church has nothing more than a color photo of congregants online, member Betty Lyons is part of the "wired" world. She's on the Sequoia Association board of United Church of Christ and likes to stay up to date on the other six churches by visiting their Web sites. 

As a board member, Lyons recently went to First Congregational Church in Tulare to observe the installation of the Rev. Stephanie R. Bingham. Before she went to Tulare, Lyons says she read about the Tulare church's news online. 

"As an association, we need to keep in touch with each other," says Lyons, adding the other members of the association stay in touch with each other. 

The churches 

Terri Main is a speech instructor at Reedley College and a member of the Evangel Praise Center congregation who uses her personal computer as a ministry tool. 

She first developed a daily devotional, "Inspiration Online," which was e-mailed to church members and others. It became such a hit, particularly with people who didn't regularly attend church, that they asked Main to develop and link Cyper-Church to Evangel Praise Center's Web site. 

By placing devotional material on the Web site, it didn't have to be e-mailed and didn't fill up recipients' electronic mailboxes. 

Posting a sermon online is easy, Main says. The tape player recording the sermon is hooked into the computer's sound card, which converts it to digital format so it can be downloaded as streaming audio. 

The real online test for Main is policing the chat rooms. Occasionally, she gasps at users' obscenities. So Main breaks into the conversation, typing in a simple, but sure, "Leave." It works every time, says Main, who calls herself a "Web servant," a religious Web master. 

The entire Evangel Praise Center Web site receives 5,000 to 6,000 hits per month: a third going to Cyper-Church. There are about 30 e-mail questions or prayer requests a month. 

As for contributions to the electronic church, none is requested, says Maine, because "it's difficult to set up and doesn't seem quite right." 

Pastor Branson believes Cyber-Church connects Assemblies of God denominational teachings to the world. Main reports during one Sunday service that users make professions of faith and the ministerial staff tries to invite them to services. 

"We're here for a purpose -- and that's to win souls to Jesus Christ," Branson says. "Cyber-Church is another method, a means. The only requirement is people believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and accept him to come into their hearts." 

If you decide you believe in Jesus, Branson says, you're in, adding baptism is encouraged later, but isn't essential for salvation. 

The Rev. Terry Townsend, associate pastor and Web servant at Peoples Church, says he's delighted the church provides information to people throughout the world, in particular the missionaries that Peoples supports in 33 countries. 

"We view it as something giving us access to the whole world," Townsend says. 

Gossenberger, the Northwest senior pastor, says the Internet and e-mail are additional means to provide information to congregants rather than people just reading the information in church bulletins or hearing announcements at services. 

Gossenberger points out a survey revealing that about half of the average Protestant church's membership attends weekly services. He says its important that the other half is informed. 

"I believe every message is important," he says. "We often do series, so the sermons build on each other. So people can access it [online]." 

Plugging in 

The Rev. Bill Choate says it's not a big deal that North Fork Grace Community Church has yet to enter the information highway. 

The church doesn't own a computer and hasn't hired a secretary. 

However, Choate shares a home computer with his wife, Gretchen, and they have e-mail. 

At church, Choate says he feels connected with the small congregation, the majority of whom are enjoying their retirement. 

"It's a face-to-face church," Choate says. 

Then, he pauses. 

Choate remembers writing a letter to a friend in England and having to spend $1.75 for postage. A day after receiving the letter, the friend responded to Choate via e-mail. 

Now Choate says he has second thoughts. Maybe it is a good thing that the church purchases a computer and develops a Web site, 

Says Choate: "It would be helpful if we did have something that people out of town would have a chance to see." 

They could wind up in his church. 

The reporter can be reached at rorozco@fresnobee.com or 441-6304. 

