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Abstract
COVID-19 has changed the world tremendously as the world is now living in the “new normal”. Pastoral
care has to respond to this new normal especially through social media in order to be relevant in the post-
COVID-19 era and contribute to the sustainable development of the society. Therefore, this paper
attempts to explore the relationship between pastoral care, social media and the sustainable
development of the society relevant in the post-COVID-19 era. Semi-structured interview sessions were
held with some purposively sampled pastors in the Ibadan metropolis. It was discovered that while many
pastors have started adapting to the use of social media in their pastoral care, there are still many
challenges that these pastors are facing that are impairing the sustainable development of the society.
Based on the �ndings of this research, this researcher postulates a new theory of pastoral care through
social media for sustainable development. The paper concludes with some recommendations for
pastors, church members, the government and the populace at large.

Introduction
Unprecedentedly, Coronavirus disease affected many people throughout the world in the year 2020, and it
is still raging in many parts of the world. The disease (also known as COVID-19, 2019-nCov, 2019 Novel
Coronavirus) began in Wuhan, China around December 2019 (Ahmad, et al, 2020). Undoubtedly, its
resultant lockdown of many public places and physical distancing has made the world to be now living in
the “new normal” (Iglesias-Sanchez, et al, 2021). Some of the effects of the responses of pastors to this
“new normal” were reported by this researcher in other papers (see Afolaranmi, 2020a and Afolaranmi,
2020b). Meanwhile, the world has transformed into a digital one, and social media is immensely
changing communication means throughout the world. As revealed in one of the papers by this
researcher mentioned above (Afolaranmi, 2020b), pastors have been adapting to the use of the Internet
generally and social media speci�cally in their pastoral care. Therefore, this paper aims at exploring the
relationship between pastoral care, social media and the sustainable development of the society relevant
in the post-COVID-19 era.

Conceptual Framework

There have been many misconceptions about pastoral care. Some people even think that pastoral care is,
or limited to, pastoral counselling. This has made many scholars invent the term “Pastoral Care and
Counselling”. Pastoral care is more than counselling. It has to do with everything a pastor does in caring
for his/her church members and others that he/she has the opportunity to care for. Against this backdrop,
Redding (2012) elucidated some “Dimensions of Pastoral Care”. These dimensions include, but are not
limited to, worship, prayer, healing, hospitality, care, counselling, faith formation, and discipline. An
organization even takes pastoral care beyond what a pastor does. According to this organization, “A
Christian Pastoral Carer is someone who either formally, as part of a pastoral team, group or network or
informally, as part of their fellowship group or everyday relationships in the community, offers care and
support to another, in the knowledge of being loved themselves by God and in the hope of sharing that
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love with others” (Pastoral Care UK, 2016). This organization also clari�ed that pastoral care can happen
formally or informally and can be in form of “listening, encouraging, visiting, hospitality, advocacy,
mentoring, befriending, celebrating, practically helping, prayer, comforting, enabling” (Pastoral Care UK,
2016).

Social media are user-based online media (websites and applications) that focus on making online
communities of people who share interests and/or activities, or that have an interest in exploring the
interests and activities of others. Afolaranmi (2020c) grouped social media into two major categories:
online social network services (SNS) and instant messaging (IM) apps. Online social network sites (SNS)
are de�ned simply as “a set of interconnected individuals who communicate with each other via
computer-based technologies rather than interacting face-to-face” (Tuan, 2021). These are sorts of
“quasi-websites” in form of forums, groups, blogs and the like (Afolaranmi, 2009a). They are online tools
that have been created to engage people, motivate and encourage them to be better people and create
better livelihoods for themselves as they communicate and share information. These services are used
mostly interchangeably with the term social media. Instant messaging apps are forms of social media
that have unique ways of sharing information in form of text messages, pictures, audio and video clips
that are used with smartphones and other technological tools that support them.

COVID-19 is a contagious disease that is caused by a new virus that causes respiratory illness
(something like the �u) with symptoms like a cough, fever, and in more chronic cases, pneumonia (Guo, et
al, 2020). The widespread of the pandemic in every part of the world within months of its outbreak has
been extreme. It has de�ed all the efforts of health and government authorities all over the world to stop
or curtail its spread. Many people have been infected with the disease while many others have died, and
are still dying, through it. The �nancial and communal activities of the world have been greatly affected
by the spread of the virus (see World Health Organization, 2020).

While there has not been a collectively accepted de�nition of sustainability, this writer is in agreement
with Amodu (2019) that gave a de�nition of sustainability as “seeking a balance between two or more
ideas, occurrences, or phenomena.” Additionally, this pursued balance has to meet present-day needs
without conceding the upcoming needs (Adojo and Eugene, 2020). A de�nition of sustainable
development has been given by Feil and Schreiber (2017) as “the harmonization of ideas, resources and
potentials for meeting human goals for development while retaining the ability of natural systems to
utilize natural resources and services for the economy to thrive.” To corroborate this, Odeleye (2016)
referred to “the most frequently quoted de�nition … from Our Common Future, also known as the
Brundtland Report.” According to this de�nition, “sustainable development is development that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” In
the meantime, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations are described as “…the
blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all”, and the goals centred on “the global
challenges we face, including those related to poverty, inequality, climate, environmental degradation,
prosperity, and peace and justice” (“About the Sustainable Development Goals”).
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Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this paper is based on the life-cycle theory of Erik H. Erikson as used by
Donald Capps and reviewed by Zock (2018). As explained by Zock (2018), the theory developed by
Erikson is a personality development theory that is essentially psychosocial. In order to understand
human phenomena, Erikson postulated that one must always take three interrelated procedures into
account. These processes are “soma—i.e., bodily, organismic aspects; psyche—the organizing of
individual experience by the ego; and ethos—the relational, communal, and cultural processes” (Zock,
2018). Zock explained further that “this contextual and cultural approach makes Erikson’s psychology
applicable par excellence to pastoral care, which takes place in the midst of everyday human life.”

Methodology
This research was done through two qualitative research methods: sample surveys and semi-structured
interviews. The targeted population of this research consisted of twenty pastors (fourteen males and six
females) randomly and purposively selected from the pool of church pastors with experience in the use
of social media (especially WhatsApp Messenger) in the Ibadan metropolis. WhatsApp Messenger was
selected due to its popularity amongst church pastors in the targeted population as established in a study
done by this researcher recently (see Afolaranmi, 2020b). Against that backdrop that WhatsApp
Messenger was used to purposively sample pastors that were interviewed, all the respondents are using
the instant messaging app. As revealed by Afolaranmi (2020b), most of the respondents have Facebook
accounts. Many of the respondents are just migrating to Telegram Messenger. Even before the recent ban
on Twitter in Nigeria on June 4, 2021, many of the interviewed pastors did not have Twitter accounts.
Zoom video communications platform is another social media platform that pastors are now using in
their ministries.

Pastoral Care and Social Media

From this study, very few of the pastors interviewed especially those above the age of sixty are not
favourably disposed to the use of the Internet in general and social media in particular. Most of the
pastors have summoned the courage of using the Internet in general and social media in particular. In
responding to questions posed to many of these pastors, they mixed up their use of phone calls and
sending of text messages with the use of social media. This mixed-up is explicable to this researcher
since bulk text messages (web-based SMS or text messages through the Internet) was part of what he
used for a case study in earlier research among some of the Baptist pastors in the Ibadan metropolis over
a decade ago (see Afolaranmi, 2009a). Nevertheless, some of these pastors disclosed that using phone
calls and sending text messages have been a stepping stone for them to start using social media
especially instant messaging apps like WhatsApp Messenger and Telegram Messenger.

At any rate, if the pastors did not want to use the Internet and social media before in their ministries
before, the advent of COVID-19 and its resultant lockdown of public places and physical distancing
forced most of them to start exploring the use of the Internet in general and social media in particular in
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their pastoral care and ministries as revealed in a study by this writer (see Afolaranmi, 2020b). In this
latter study, many of the pastors gave reasons for starting to explore the use of the Internet in general and
social media in particular in their pastoral care and ministries. 

As revealed in the earlier study, many pastors that have been indifferent to the possibility of using the
Internet in general and social media in particular in their pastoral care and ministries were forced to
explore the technological tools during the COVID-19 lockdown of public places including church buildings
in the year 2020 (Afolaranmi, 2020b). As the “pandemic is a setback for sustainable development
everywhere” (Sachs, et al, 2021), and the post-COVID-19 era has introduced what some scholars termed
the “new normal” (see Iglesias-Sanchez, et al, 2021), pastors have to look for means of reaching out to
their church members in the “new normal” world. Social media is readily available to do this. Social
media has indeed made many things easy. Some of the pastors admitted that if not because of social
media, it might not be easy to care for people especially during the COVID-19 luck down. 

Undoubtedly, the Internet in general and social media, in particular, are transforming the world and the
means of communication in the world, some of the interviewed pastors were of the opinion that any
pastor that is not knowledgeable of social media in this technology-driven age is incomplete by some
means in his/her miniseries. To these pastors, things are not done the same way they were been done a
decade ago. It is noteworthy that social media that is now popular was not popular to this extent over a
decade ago when this researcher �rst did research on how pastors can make use of the Internet in their
ministries. Hence, he did not include social media among the aspects of the Internet that he based his
research on then (Afolaranmi, 2009a). Pastors should, therefore, consciously learn how to use the Internet
and social media. Nonetheless, as Rome is not built in a day, pastors should not wait till when they are
well versed in using the Internet or social media before starting using it. Practice, constant practice,
makes perfect. If pastors start practicing using social media, they will be becoming more versed in using
it, and as time goes on, they will be well experienced in using social media. Interestingly, social media and
other aspects of the Internet are so exciting that if one creates interest and time for them, one would be
surprised about the progress one would be making in understanding using them.

It was disclosed that social media makes communication easier as they break the barrier of distance no
matter where people are. The world has become a global village where people anywhere can be reached
at a click of a computer or a mobile phone that is Internet-enabled. Against the backdrop that everyone
(even among the church members) cannot be met physically, using social media will go a long way
because one can use social media in the comfort of one’s o�ce, home, or anywhere. Many pastors
interviewed cited many instances when they have used social media in pastoral care, especially with
married couples in con�ict, when they (the pastors) could not readily meet the con�icting parties because
of distance.

Some interviewed pastors advised their colleagues to be proactive, and not only reactive, in their pastoral
care approach to the use of social media. This will make the continuous innovations in this digital age
not meet the pastors uninformed and unprepared. If pastors imbibe the culture of exploring how to use
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social media in their ministries, they would be surprised what they would be discovering many things
even before unforeseen challenges of life like the COVID-19 pandemic come.

Younger pastors are discovering that the youth and teenagers prefer to interact more with their pastors on
social media than any other means. In order to be in the world of this younger generation that is moving
from citizenship to “netizenship” (Amodu, 2017), and in order to retain the youth and teenagers in the
church, pastors have to be in their world by being on social media. It has to be noted that technological
tools, especially the Internet, do not only offer pastors a variation of media with which to communicate
the Good News but have brought a “new culture.” Babin and Zukowski (2002) referred to this new culture
as “new territory or frontier” and “new marketplace of public information and communication” called
“cyberspace”. It is “a new culture with a new language, a new psychology, and new technologies for
communication and information.” 

It is the argument of some pastors that using social media in pastoral care should not rule out face-to-
face communication and other tested traditional ways of interacting with people. They rather
recommended social media as a complementary or supplementary way of interaction with people in the
course of pastoral care. One complementary or supplementary role of social media is follow up as some
of the pastors interviewed opined that social media can be used for follow up on what has been
discussed or done physically. 

Many pastors are sceptical about the use of social media because of many identi�ed abuses and
disadvantages of the use of social media like cybercrimes, cyber-bullying (or cyber harassment), the rise
of fake news, online hate speech, cyber fraud, online gambling, pornography, “sexting”, Internet addiction,
online abuse and the like. Nonetheless, in spite of these abuses and disadvantages, it is better if pastors
can focus on the advantages, rather than the disadvantages and abuses, of the use of social media and
make good use of the digital means of communication. This optimistic opinion has been expressed
earlier by this researcher after highlighting some of the challenges of the use of the Internet for the
Gospel and Christian ministries (see Afolaranmi, 2009b).

As argued by many pastors, the use of social media among pastors would depend on the context that
such pastors �nd themselves and the calibre of people they are ministering to. This will make the pastors
study their environment and adapt to it accordingly in applying social media in their pastoral care.

Challenges of Social Media in Pastoral Care

Despite many opportunities that social media provides for pastoral care, it poses many challenges to
pastors, especially in the Ibadan metropolis and in many other parts of Nigeria. A separate paper was
written out of the study that this researcher carried out during the COVID-19 lockdown in 2020 (see
Afolaranmi, 2020d). However, some of the pastors interviewed in the latest study identi�ed some other
challenges as depicted in Figure 1 below.
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There are many challenges as identi�ed by many of the pastors that pastors, as well as church members,
are facing in Nigeria. Some of them are: irregular electricity supply; Internet access; Internet network
failure and/or interruption; personal interest of pastors and church members in the use of social media;
Internet-illiteracy or semi-literacy (or what this researcher refer to as “e-illiteracy” or “e-semi-literacy”); the
economic situation of the country; low standard of living among the average Nigerians; the spread of
fake and unveri�ed (or unauthorised) news; Internet addiction; cyber bullying; Internet fraud or cybercrime;
fear of scandal and blackmail; the issue of privacy or con�dentiality; time consuming; time management;
time differences in the different parts of the world; the attitude of the Nigerian government towards the
use of social media; and grammatical/auto �ll challenges. This list is not conclusive. There are other
challenges that pastors are facing, or may likely face, as they are attempting to use social media in
pastoral care to promote sustainable development in society.  

Recommendations

It is evident from the �ndings of this study that pastors have many bene�ts if they can be using social
media in pastoral care to promote sustainable development, not only in their local churches alone but
also in the society at large. However, it is also discovered that there are many challenges for pastors,
especially in Nigeria that desire to use social media in pastoral care. Therefore, these recommendations
are made:

1. Pastors as well as other people in the society should change their negative mindsets about the
Internet and social media. They should consciously explore modern technologies and discover their
beauty in this technology-driven age. 

2. Pastors should be trained formally or informally on how to use social media in pastoral care. This
will turn them from “e-illiterate or “e-semi-literate” people to “e-literate” people. The older generation
of pastors should not be left out in this training as they also can meaningfully contribute through the
use of social media in pastoral care.

3. Church members should also be trained how to use social media so that they will be on the same
page with their pastors as the pastors determine to explore social media in pastoral care.

4. Pastors should be strategic and proactive, and not only reactive, in their approach to the use of social
media. This will not let the continuous innovations in this digital age from meeting them uninformed
and unprepared. The proactiveness of the pastors can even make them to join the league of
discoverers of other innovations in the use of technological tools, not only in their pastoral ministries
but also in the society at large.

5. Pastors should involve volunteers or full-time staff members that are trained experts in information
and communication technologies (ICTs) to help the pastors handle some areas that are too technical
in their use of social media in pastoral care. Pastors can also engage social media managers that
will help them manage their activities and ministries online. However, pastors should endeavour to be
knowledgeable in some of these areas so that some secret information in pastoral care will not be
inadvertently disclosed to a third party.
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�. Pastors should facilitate the teaching and enlightenment of their church members on how to use
social media. Pastors may organize seminars, workshops, and training for their church members by
inviting trained professionals in information and communication technologies (ICTs) to handle the
enlightenments. Such enlightenments will be of great help to the pastors as well as they also will
learn new things in the training. Such training will also make many members that are “e-illiterate or
“e-semi-literate” people become “e-literate” people.

7. Pastors should get good technological tools (like computer desktops and laptops, mobile phones,
iPads, tablets) to explore the Internet and social media. Technological tools are evolving almost
every day. Pastors should invest in acquiring these up-to-date tools and explore them in the use of
social media.

�. Pastors should be very careful in the ways they are using social media. The carefulness has to do
with many things. One of those things is what pastors post on social media. Pastors are
representatives of God in society. Pastors should not be carriers of fake and unveri�ed information.
What they post on social media must be true and edifying information.

9. Another area of carefulness in the use of social media is the ability to keep secret and con�dential
issues. Pastors should not betray the con�dence of their church members through social media. This
is related to what is discussed above. Pastors should know the kinds of features of social media that
they should use in divulging any information. 

10. Pastors should be mindful of using the auto-�ll or suggested word feature in mobile phones,
computers and other devices. This is necessary in order not to allow this auto-�ll or suggested word
feature to misrepresent their views as the auto-�ll or suggested words may mean a different thing
from what the pastors have in mind.

11. As representatives of God among people, pastors should be sensitive to the leadership of the Holy
Spirit in what kind of social media they will use, and how they will use the social media in pastoral
care.

12. As the global COVID-19 pandemic and the resultant lockdown and physical or social distancing have
changed the ways many things are been done in the world in the last two years, pastors should think
of alternative ways of doing things to meet up with the changing world. Social media is one of the
suitable ways that can be explored in these possible alternative ways.

13. The government should do its possible best to address the menace of erratic power supply by
changing of old tools with new tested and of high quality ones. There should be proper and su�cient
repairs of electrical power apparatuses. There should be stringent and instant action by anti-
corruption agencies to curtail the problem of corruption and plundering of funds meant for power
sector reform. The government should provide enabling environment in exploring other means of
power generation like solar and nuclear power plants, training and re-training of staff of energy
companies, prompt payment of salary and entitlement of staff of energy companies, formulation of
policies and making of support systems for effective monitoring and regulation of energy companies
by the concerned governmental agencies with proper follow-up. There should also be the provision of
su�cient transformers to localities where such are needed to guard against congestion.
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14. The government and Internet service providers should make Internet access available and cheaper
for people. This will encourage more people to have access to the Internet. Internet service providers
should upgrade their services and make the Internet work more seamlessly.

15. The government (especially the Nigerian government) should provide an enabling environment for
the free use of social media by the populace. The recent total ban on Twitter in Nigeria and various
attempts by the Nigerian government to regulate the use of social media are not encouraging the use
of social media. Freedom of expression as entrenched in the Nigerian constitution should be upheld.

 

A New Theory of Pastoral Care through Social Media for Sustainable Development

Based on the �ndings of this research, this researcher is postulating a new theory he terms "Afolaranmi's
Theory of Pastoral Care through Social Media for Sustainable Development." This theory is proving that
pastorally caring for people through conscious use of social media will signi�cantly promote sustainable
development of the society. Figure 2 below gives a pictorial representation of the theory. However, other
researchers can delve more into the relationship between the three themes – pastoral care, social media,
and sustainable development – to substantiate or disprove this new promulgated theory.

Conclusion
Conclusively, the Internet and social media have come to stay, and they will continue to transform the
way people are relating to one another in society. Pastors should not be left out or lag behind in this
contemporary technology-driven world. As social media is evolving, and new technologies are emerging
every day, new challenges will be surfacing. However, as said earlier in this paper, pastors should be like
Caleb and Joshua in the Holy Bible who in spite of the giants in the Promised Land chose to be optimistic
and believe in God that they could conquer the land (see Numbers 14). Pastors can also conquer the
existing and emerging challenges of the Internet and social media, and use the modern technologies to
the fullness in pastoral care in this post-COVID-19 era.
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Figure 1

Challenges of Using Social Media in Pastoral Care

(Source: Author’s Construct 2021)
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Figure 2

Pastoral Care through Social Media for Sustainable Development

(Source: Author’s Construct 2021)


