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ministry communication

Church Websites and Search Engines, 

Yvon Prehn - yvonprehn@aol.com

What is your church all about? Faith, salvation, 
helping	people	find	Jesus,	the	meaning	of	life,	
and community would probably be some of 

your answers.  But, do people outside your church know 
that? A key way most people look for everything from choc-
olate to a life philosophy today is through search engines. If 
late at night, an honest seeker is looking for salvation, Jesus, 
or the meaning of life and types those words into a search

engine, would your church website come up? Read on for the 
surprising answers.

It may be a new medium, but we make the same mistakes
 Many churches use the web and their ideas of “search 
engine optimization” in the same way they used newspaper 
ads in the past.
  If you already know what you are looking for, the de-
nomination,	the	city,	the	name	of	the	church,	you’ll	do	fine.	
The extent of search engine optimization for many website 
development companies for churches seemed to be how to 
get	your	church	in	the	first	top	five	listings	of	churches	for	
your city. It is a battle for position of the church for the al-
ready convinced, sort of like a big ad on the church page. Just 
like with ads in the church section of the newspaper, most of 
the folks doing an online search for churches are either new-
comers	in	the	city	or	people	bored	or	dissatisfied	with	their	
current church.
 But for honest spiritual seeking for searching for more 
intangible answers such as “salvation” or the “meaning of 
life” – it’s next to impossible to connect with a church or for 
a church to even be a suggested answer if you are using a 

search engine.

Results of an informal search
 When I was working on a new multi-channel strategy 
section for my communication seminars, I wondered how 
we actually link the answers we have with people asking 
spiritually-oriented questions.  I decided to Google the word 
“loneliness” because that seems to be one of the key issues 
for people today. It’s also a need for which the church has 
the ultimate and eternal answer, so I imagined that maybe 
not on page one, but somewhere up to the top of the listings, 
would be churches. For a cure for loneliness to be more than 
theory involves a community of people—again, something 
the	church	excels	at	creating.	I	anticipated	finding	innovative	
ways churches were sharing this truth.
 I was surprised at the results. Then I decided to Google 
additional what I considered key words, for the church: Jesus, 
salvation, meaning of life, community, and faith. I only went 
through	the	first	five	pages	of	the	search	results	(I	seldom	
look	further	and	neither	do	most	folks).	Briefly,	following	is	
what I found for each word. Keep in mind, your exploration 
may be different as Google constantly updates their entries.
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Loneliness: many of the articles were 
tied to internet dating sites or various 
psychological studies with helpful titles 
such as “Why loneliness is bad for 
you,” (as if anyone who is lonely really 
needs a study to tell them why it hurts 
so much) and other helpful articles such 
as “Doggie Robot Eases Loneliness.” 
Through	page	five,	not	a	church	of	any	
sort came up.

Faith:		early	on	a	Wikipedia	definition;	
Barack Obama’s quotes; a site about 
“Faith,	the	Biped	Dog”	(in	the	top	five	of	
the listings), Sam Harris book, The End 
of Faith; site for Faith Hill the singer; 
lots	of	sites	about	faith,	the	first	listing	
that had anything to do with a church 
was on p. 5., but that link went to a 
page that said, “Experience Faith” and 
the only entry on the page was “loren 
ipsum.”

Jesus: lots of sites about Jesus, some 
serious	and	good,	but	the	first	church-
related	site	was	again	on	page	five	on	the	denominational	site	for	the	LCMS	church,	nothing	from	individual	churches.	Prior	
to that, a seeker would have to hurdle sites such as the Jesus Seminar site, billed as “an uncompromising expose of the coun-
terfeit origins of Christianity; a site for the “Catholic Shopper Jesus Sports Statues” and the site “What would Jesus Drive?” a 
discussion initiated by the Evangelical Environmental Network. 

Salvation:	lots	of	good	sites	here,	Bible-based	explanations	on	the	topic	of	salvation,	with	advice	to	find	and	join	a	church,	
but	no	specific	links	to	a	specific	church;	Salvation	Army	church	had	many	sites,	by	page	five	some	individual	ones	listed;	
scattered in the lists was a bizarre video titled Salvation by the Cranberries and a site about a Belgian Strong Golden Ale, 
called Salvation.

Community: lots of web-based communities, e-bay, Google groups, Vista users, programming groups, all sorts of tech-based 
interest	groups,	other	web-based	people	groups,	no	churches	in	the	first	five	pages,	though	Beliefnet	did	have	a	beta	site	list-
ing	on	page	five.

Meaning of Life: one would assume this might have the same sort of Christianity-related information similar to the sites 
about	salvation,	but	for	some	reason,	Christian	content	of	almost	any	sort	was	missing	from	the	first	five	pages	of	search	re-
sults. Mostly metaphysical musings and repeated references to Monty Python’s movie, The Meaning of Life, were the choices 
for any seekers looking here.

Time for a re-evaluation of our church websites
 For me, going through this exercise produced far more questions than answers. We all know our church websites should 
be more than “brochureware” and more than simply sites that list schedules and staff and I know many churches attempt to do 
that.		But	if	we	have	more	on	our	church	websites,	how	can	seekers	find	it?
 I’ve got some ideas and I’m continuing to research this topic. Next month I’ll share my results. If you have ideas, sug-
gestions or strategies that have worked well for your church, please email me at yvonprehn@aol.com.  I’ve recently started a 
blog, where I have a place to put additional and what I hope are thought-provoking issues related to church communications 
at http://effectivechurchcom.blogspot.com. My practical, useful advice and ideas on church communications and seminars 
continues at www.effectivechurchcom.com. 

http://www.effectivechurchcom.com
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Part one of this article illustrated that if people are 
looking for the answers about  faith, salvation, find-
ing  Jesus, the meaning of life, and community, in 

my search for these topics on Google, not one church came 
up in the first five pages of search results. What then, should 
we do if we want people to find our church when they are 
looking for answers to some of the deep questions of life? 
SEO or search engine optimization would be the answer

many would say. I’m not sure that’s the answer and here’s 
why:

Common theory behind search engine optimization 
(SEO) 
 Though most current articles on SEO acknowledge that 
the algorithms used by Google and other search engine com-
panies are quite complex and cannot be figured out or tricked 
in the ways that worked in the past, it is still repeated again 
and again that your site will be higher in the rankings based 
on how many people link to it and how many times you have 
the key words in your text and in your meta tags. Though 
these observations have some validity, how do we explain 
the high ranking of the following two articles?

“Doggie Robot Eases Loneliness”
“Faith, the Biped Dog”

 I doubt seriously if hordes of sites linked to these ar-
ticles, or if their creators hired SEO companies to seed key 
words throughout the documents or modify meta-tags to 
guarantee they would be in the top few pages of searches for 
loneliness or faith. These articles were listed because they 
were about the topics of loneliness and faith.

Application to church websites
 People can’t find answers to life’s deepest questions 
or even the most basic questions of faith if you don’t have 
content about these topics on your church website. Content, 
not the technology, or the flash, the moving parts or scroll-
ing images, content is what search engines look for and what 
people link to. 
 Sadly, but understandably, what happens to many 
churches is that the technology is so seemingly difficult (it 
doesn’t have to be, but that is a topic for an upcoming article) 
that many churches either:

• Pay an expensive company to create a costly, but attrac-
tive shell for their website

• Have a tech-savvy volunteer create the website

 Regardless of the creation method, the results are usual-
ly the same. A website is created, but the staff members, who 
know the content that is important to fill the site, either have 
no idea how to update it or the church relies on the flashy 
(pun intended) looks of the site to attract people instead of 
the content and nobody bothers about adding content. These 
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tactics don’t give search engines what they 
need so people can find your church, not as 
the source of a splashy opening page, but 
the source of answers to the difficult ques-
tions of life.

Give search engines what they need to 
help people find you.
 You must give the search engine 
something to find when they search. I think 
no churches came up on the first five pages 
of my Google search on the topics of faith, 
salvation, helping people find Jesus, the 
meaning of life and community because 
almost no church website has content on 
these topics.
 You might protest, “That’s not true! 
That’s what our church is all about!” I’m 
sure that’s true, but good intentions and a 
good heart are not what Google searches.
 In dealing with a search engine, we 
must always remember that technology 
itself is not intelligent. We sometimes think 
search engines and the technology behind 
them is really complex and mysterious. It isn’t. Computers and everything associated with them is really dumb compared to a 
person; a computer can’t make assumptions or categorize kind motives. 
 If you don’t spell out in exact words that your church welcomes people, that lonely people can find connections, Google 
won’t figure it out by looking at the scrolling pictures of happy people on your home page.  If, on the other hand, you have a 
sermon excerpt titled, “Loneliness erased by joining a caring community,” an adult study lesson summary, “Six paths of heal-
ing a lonely heart after death or divorce” or a web-based Bible study, “God as comforter of the lonely” you give the search 
engine something to find. It can’t search your heart; you’ve got to talk to it like a two-year old: simple terms, repeated often.

A few additional tips on making your content search engine friendly
 Search engines don’t search images for content ranking. Just because you have friendly looking people on your home 
page, does not mean your church will come up under a search for “friendly churches.” What comes up (look it up) are web-
sites with CONTENT about being a friendly church.
 Also when deciding on what content to include and how to organize it, it helps to think about how do people look up 
things? In looking things up, our brains do work the same way search engines do and that means we look for specific infor-
mation, not dates. What this means in practical terms is that quite likely many of your church websites might have great con-
tent about deeply important Christian topics, but a search engine can’t find it because you have it hidden under a larger topic 
like: “November messages.” Many churches have entire sections of sermons, activities and newsletters all categorized under 
the label of the month. This is meaningful for the church staff that had to organize it, but it means little or nothing to search 
engine or a visitor to your site.
 When someone is desperately searching the web for answer to a spiritual question, for example, if they are struggling 
with the spiritual implications of suicide, they won’t look up: “July and church.” They might look up “suicide and church.” 
There is absolutely no chance anyone will come to your church for counsel and comfort in that any area if you don’t have a 
specific article, sermon, study or counseling topic without the key word, be it suicide or salvation, in the title and content of 
material on your website.
 More to come in future articles, but for now remember—we have the words of eternal life. Let’s fill our websites with 
content that clearly, completely, and in a caringly manner lets people know how to find it in Jesus.
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