the power and the danger

Twitter

By Russ McGuire - russ.mcguire(@gmail.com

long with Facebook, Twitter has been a buzzword that has infiltrated our

everyday speech and has experienced incredible growth. The service

launched just over five years ago. It took just over 3 years for Twitter
users to send the first billion Tweets. Today, a billion Tweets are sent every week!
Nearly half a million people join Twitter for the first time every day. These are
massive numbers. Obviously, there’s something there.

Churches are also using Twitter. A quick
Google search for “church twitter” brings up a
bunch of links to church Twitter feeds, along with
a link to an eBook titled “The Reason Your Church
Must Twitter.” (There’s also a counter-point blog
post titled “The Reason Your Church Must NOT
Twitter.”)

So, why have I never written about Twitter?
For a simple reason — I’ve never really used it. |
know that’s a stunning confession from a self-
professed technology geek (especially one focused
on mobility), but it’s true. Sure, I have a Twitter
account and Twitter tells me that I’ve Tweeted a
couple of times (both of those were responses to
other’s Tweets). I even have 29 followers (3 of
whom I’d consider friends, and maybe a handful

of others that are work acquaintances. The rest |
don’t know.)

What is Twitter?

Although Twitter is self-described as a “real-
time information network,” it is most often re-
ferred to as a “micro-blogging” site, and I think
that’s a more helpful description.

Twitter is a “blogging” site in that it provides a
way for individuals (and companies and churches)
to express themselves in a public way. Like blogs,
Twitter can be used to report on news, to share
opinions, and to engage in dialog. Like blogs,
Twitter feeds can have loyal readers (this is facili-
tated by what Twitter calls “followers” who re-
ceive automatic updates), but can also have casual
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readers (anyone can go to any-
one else’s Twitter feed page).

Twitter is a “micro-blogging’
site because all Twitter posts
(called “Tweets”) are limited to
140 characters. (Maybe that’s
why I don’t Tweet — brevity has
never been a strength of mine.)
Tweets, by their very nature, are
very simple — although addition-
al tools (like TwitPic and link
shortening tools) have enabled
Tweets to be enhanced beyond
the 140 character simplicity.
Tweets tend to be quick thoughts
rather than deep ruminations.

Since Twitter’s 140 character
limit matches up well with the
length limits for cellphone text
messages, many active Twitter
users receive updates via their
cellphones, and use Twitter apps
to Tweet wherever they go.
Twitter calls their service a
“real-time information network”
because not everyone who
Tweets is a human, and because
Twitter provides easy ways for
software to read Tweets. For
example, Siemens has written a
program so that a tree can send
Tweets about what it’s sensing
around it. Twitter envisions
their service becoming a way
that information can flow freely
between machines, as well as
humans.

b

How would a church use Twitter?
A few years ago, a youth
pastor asked me if there was an

easy way to send a text mes-
sage to a bunch of people at the
same time. He had found that
the youth in his church rarely
checked their e-mail, but were
very responsive to text messag-
es. I pointed him to a couple of
different for-fee text distribution
services and then said “or you
could just use Twitter.” Once
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he understood Twitter, that was

the route he chose. He set up

a Twitter account, told all the
youth and their parents to sub-
scribe to it, and then whenever
he needed to get information out
about ministry events, even at
the last minute, he could Tweet
it and have confidence that the
youth would see it.

Sounds great, so, where’s the
danger?

One of my initial concerns
with Twitter was that it was a
wide open service. As indicated
by my underused account, any-
one can choose to follow you.
And anything you Tweet can

be found in a Twitter or Google

search. What you Tweet can

be Re-Tweeted by any of your
followers to their followers — to
folks you don’t even know their
Twitter IDs.

All of that is true for the de-
fault Twitter account setting, but
the company has actually done a
good job of addressing privacy
concerns. Fairly early on they
introduce “protected” Twitter
feeds. If you set your feed as
“protected,” then you get to ap-
prove any followers. Only those
approved followers can see your
Tweets and they can’t Re-Tweet
them. Your Tweets also won’t
show up in search results.

That means that you need
to be intentional in deciding
whether your feed will be pro-
tected or open. The best answer
may be to use both. You might
have one open Twitter account
for broadcasting information
about your church, and (imagine
that) sharing the good news of
the gospel. You might have one
or more protected accounts for
privately communicating with
smaller groups in the church (as
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my youth pastor friend has done).

Recently Twitter also became the first major so-
cial web service to support the Federal Trade Com-
mission’s Do Not Track initiative, further indicating
their respect for user privacy.

However, the biggest issue with Twitter is with
its lack of broad adoption. Even with hundreds of
millions of active Twitter accounts, not everyone is
using the service.

Our son’s basketball coach recently set up
a Twitter feed to update families
about team-related issues (game
time changes, what color of jersey
to wear, etc.) Unfortunately, most
team parents didn’t yet have a Twit-
ter account and had to establish one
solely to be able to follow the team’s
feed (and receive updates via text).
That can be intimidating for many.
Twitter may be a great tool for a
group (like youth) who are already
active on the service, but may not be
a good choice for other communities
within your church.

Bottom line, Twitter may be a
great technology to add to your tool-
box, but don’t throw out the rest of
your tools.

Paul once wrote “For though I
am free from all, I have made my-
self a servant to all, that I might win
more of them. To the Jews I became
as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To
those under the law I became as one
under the law (though not being my-
self under the law) that I might win
those under the law. To those outside
the law I became as one outside the
law (not being outside the law of
God but under the law of Christ) that
I might win those outside the law.

To the weak I became weak, that I
might win the weak. I have become
all things to all people, that by all
means [ might save some. I do it all
for the sake of the gospel, that I may
share with them in its blessings.” (1
Corinthians 9:19-23 ESV)

Let us likewise use the right tools
to serve each group we are called to
serve and in so doing honor God.
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