ABSTRACT
Modern Prometheus or Jacob’s Ladder?
Beliefs about Science and Technology among the Religious
Jason John Burtt, M.A.
Mentor: Paul D. Froese, Ph.D.
Social theorists often predict that heavy reliance on technological devices and
machines will result in negative effects on social relations and religious participation. And
while scholarship has often focused on the effects of usage primarily among youth, little
work has been done to evaluate the perceived effects of technology among the religious in
general or the significant differences between religious affiliations regarding beliefs about
technology and science. Some religiously-minded individuals are taking advantage of the
ubiquity of Internet usage, smartphones, and digital media to spread their religious messages
and reinforce a sense of belonging. Other religious traditions report significantly less
confidence in technology to improve religious or social life. Using the Baylor Religion Survey
Wave V (2017), I explore beliefs among the religious about science and technology as they
relate to perceived improvements to religious and spiritual life.

Modern Prometheus or Jacob's Ladder?
Beliefs about Science and Technology among the Religious
by
Jason John Burtt, B.A., M.A.
A Thesis
Approved by the Department of Sociology
F. Carson Mencken, Ph.D., Chairperson
Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of
Baylor University in Partial Fulfillment of the
Requirements for the Degree
of
Master of Arts

Approved by the Thesis Committee

Paul Froese, Ph.D., Chairperson

Christopher Pieper, Ph.D.

Elesha Coffman, Ph.D.

Accepted by the Graduate School
May 2019

J. Larry Lyon, Ph.D., Dean

Page bearing signatures is kept on file in the Graduate School.

Copyright © 2019 by Jason John Burtt
All rights reserved

TABLE OF CONTENTS
LIST OF FIGURES ............................................................................................................................ v
LIST OF TABLES ............................................................................................................................. vi
CHAPTER ONE................................................................................................................................. 1
Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 1
CHAPTER TWO ................................................................................................................................ 5
Literature Review.................................................................................................................... 5
Historical Perspectives .................................................................................................... 5
Modernization ................................................................................................. 5
Secularization .................................................................................................. 9
Religion and the Contemporary Technological Culture................................................... 15
Lived Religion as Networked Religion ............................................................ 15
Religious Cultural Capital in a Technological Age.......................................... 18
A New Generation of the Religious Online .................................................................. 24
Uses and Gratification Theory ....................................................................... 24
The Religious Social Shaping of Technology .................................................... 26
CHAPTER THREE.......................................................................................................................... 32
Data, Method, and Results .................................................................................................. 32
Data and Method........................................................................................................ 32
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations ............................................................ 34
Results ........................................................................................................................ 41
CHAPTER FOUR............................................................................................................................. 48
Discussion and Conclusion ................................................................................................. 48
Discussion ................................................................................................................... 48
Education and Affiliation .............................................................................. 48
A Note on the Peculiarity of Evangelical Protestants ...................................... 49
Attendance and Spiritual Salience .................................................................. 53
Age and Interaction Effect ............................................................................. 54
Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 56
BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................................. 59

iv

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1. Belief Science and Technology will make Religion Obsolete....................................................... 38
Figure 2. Belief regarding the Effect of the Internet on Spiritual Life....................................................... 39
Figure 3. Belief Technology has Improved Relationship with God............................................................ 40
Figure 4. Predicted Probability the Internet will have a Positive Effect on Spiritual Life by Age .............. 44
Figure 5. Predicted Probability Technology Improves Relationship with God by Affiliation and Age ....... 47
Figure 6. Predicted Probability Technology Improves Relationship with God by Theism and Age ............ 47

v

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics ................................................................................................................ 35
Table 2. Correlation Matrix ................................................................................................................. 36
Table 3. Logistic Regression Predicting Belief Science and Technology will make Religion Obsolete .......... 41
Table 4. Logistic Regression Predicting the Internet has a Positive Effect on Spiritual Life ...................... 43
Table 5. Logistic Regression Predicting Technology Improves Relationship with God ............................... 45

vi

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Many thanks to committee members Dr. Paul Froese, Dr. Christopher Pieper, and
Dr. Elesha Coffman for their guidance and support. I am grateful to Dr. Jerry Park and Dr.
Jeremy Uecker for their helpful comments and direction with this project. I extend sincere
appreciation for my colleagues—students, faculty, and staff—for providing the means and
friendship needed to finish strong. Most importantly, my wife Rachel has been an inspiration
and deserves thanks, dinner, and a movie.

vii

DEDICATION

For Rachel, Sophia, and Maia—
Busef, Wubs, and Baby

viii

CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Social theorists often predict that heavy reliance on technological devices and
machines will result in negative effects on social relations and religious participation. And
while scholarship has often focused on the effects of usage primarily among youth, little
work has been done to evaluate the perceived effects of technology among the religious in
general or the significant differences between religious affiliations regarding beliefs about
technology and science. Some religiously-minded individuals are taking advantage of the
ubiquity of Internet usage, smartphones, and digital media to spread their religious messages
and reinforce a sense of belonging. Other religious traditions report significantly less
confidence in technology to improve religious or social life. Using the Baylor Religion Survey
Wave V (2017), I explore beliefs among the religious about science and technology as they
relate to perceived improvements to religious and spiritual life.
Findings suggest that among non-atheists, Evangelical Protestants have significantly
higher odds than non-Evangelicals of believing technology has improved their relationship
with God. Being affiliated with Catholicism and Mainline denominations is associated with
significantly lower odds of believing science and technology will make religion obsolete.
“Other” religions have significantly higher odds of reporting the Internet has a positive
effect on their spiritual lives than Catholics. Finally, among non-Evangelicals, Generation X
has nearly three times higher odds than Millennials of reporting technology has improved
their relationship with God. These findings reveal science and technology are woven into the
fabric of modern faith, and this research is a step toward uncovering distinct differences by
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tradition, salience, and age. The following analysis will attempt to make sense of these effects
by examining the history of modernization, secularization, and a number of sociological
theories that shed light on the cultural impact of religion in the age of mass information and
communication technologies. I will argue the results are best explained by the theories of
digital habitus and the religious social shaping of technology—especially for Evangelical
Protestants.
Notable social critics have assailed modern humanity’s infatuation with, and
dependence on, science and technological advance (Shelley, 1818; Weber, (2005 [1930]);
Mumford, 1934; Ellul, 1954; Heidegger, 1964; Marcel, 1969; Grant, 1969; Borgmann, 1984;
Mander, 1992; Postman, 1992; Turkle, 2011). In her classic novel Frankenstein; or, The Modern
Prometheus, Mary Shelley unveils hubris and irony in the pursuit of technological advance as
Victor Frankenstein’s creature ultimately causes Victor’s demise. In The Technological Society
(1954), Jacques Ellul describes how society has inescapably succumbed to a complex
system—what he calls “technique”—a culture that prioritizes machines, efficiency, and
rationality. Far from being neutral, technique consists of technical and economic values to
which morality and spirituality are themselves subordinate. Heidegger (1964) issues a
warning that human technological framing can obscure the essence of its origin in nature
and reduce objects to resources. Neil Postman (1992) observes that technology has been
deified by contemporary society—it breaks up monopolies on knowledge and authority,
dissolving traditional belief, creating a new social order, and leading to a new state of mind
he calls a technopoly. Sherry Turkle, in Alone Together (2011) critiques how we have allowed
technology to de-humanize us and suggests appropriate uses of technology could connect
and support human relations, not replace them. Mander’s In the Absence of the Sacred: The
Failure of Technology and the Survival of the Indian Nations (1992) was originally intended to be
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two different works that instead became an inseparable, interwoven narrative. On the one
hand, Mander critiques the technologically driven society of the United States, and on the
other challenges contemporary treatment of Native peoples and their sacred lands; he argues
the latter cannot be understood without recognizing the spirit of the former. He writes,
All things considered, it may be the central assumption of technological society that
there is virtue in overpowering nature and native peoples….to fuel an incessant and
intrinsic demand for growth and technological fulfillment. The process began in our
country hundreds of years ago when we wanted land and gold. Today it continues
because we want coal, oil, uranium, fish, and more land. As we survey the rest of the
world—whether it is the Canadian Arctic, the Borneo jungle, or the Brazilian
rainforest—the same interaction is taking place for the same reasons, often involving
the same institutions.... (Mander, 1992:6-7).
Mander, an economist trained at Columbia University, argues that American and
native understandings of economics, politics, power, family, environment, architecture, and
religion are completely at odds. One is sustainable, the other is not. He suggests
technological progress has found kinship with Judeo-Christian religions, therein locating
aspects of the Western model of hierarchy, growth, expansion, and dominance. Yet,
technology has become ubiquitous, forming global networks among the religious and nonreligious alike. The critics above inspire important questions concerning the consequences of
certain technologies for society generally and for the religious particularly:
Is technological progress inherently at odds with the sacred?
How do the religious feel about science and technology?
How do the religious use technology?
How is their usage different by religious tradition?
Which theories might best explain their current beliefs about technologies such as
the Internet and social media usage?
The present study is concerned with addressing these questions through secondary
data analysis, historical trends and modern theories. Particularly, my analysis looks at beliefs
3

about science and technology among the religious—its impact on spiritual life, relationship
with God (if one exists), and whether science and technology will make religion obsolete. As
I will show below, the current literature on religion and technology addresses many
questions about the ways individuals and religious institutions use technology and the
Internet in particular, but not what they believe it does for them. Many social critics of
technology argue it is inherently value laden or that it contains a moral dimension as
opposed to being neutral; technologies ipso facto infer human goals in their design. We are
faced, then, with addressing whether the technologies we have created are generally
antagonistic toward religion or whether they enhance it. Perhaps the answer lies somewhere
between.
The following will attempt to fill this present gap in the literature and hopefully
inspire new avenues for future research. To begin, I explore the background of our
technologically driven culture and theorize ways it influences the contemporary foreground,
and then move to more recent studies in cultural theory, social shaping, and media use. In
the section that follows, I will evaluate the effects of modernization and theories of
secularization on modern religious views of science and technology. Then I will conclude the
section with hypotheses predicting the effect of affiliation and education on the belief that
science and technology will make religion obsolete.
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CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
Historical Perspectives
Modernization
Modern intellectuals such as Newton, Galileo, and Bacon attempted to Christianize
their research; nevertheless, scientific progress meant searching for “how the world works”
outside of the biblical narrative. If the Enlightenment period did not completely kill off
religion, it certainly questioned the reach of religious authority. In The Crisis of Modernity
(2014), Del Noce describes modern science as a totalitarian shift away from discovering
“vertical causality” (from physics to metaphysics) toward “horizontal causality,” where cause
and effect are grounded in this-worldly relationships between natural phenomena. The
totalitarian conception of science has turned us into a technological society. Del Noce argues
that “horizontal causality” is expressed in many world religions today that seek to focus their
efforts and attention on “worldly realities,” such as politics or wealth—a result of what
Casanova calls deprivatization (Casanova, 1994). This might explain why many religions are
adapting to accommodate technology in their lived experience. The origins, or source, of
their faith remains “other-worldly,” but it plays out in the world of this-worldly networks
and experience.
Giddens defines modernity as “a shorthand term for modern society or industrial
civilization,” but suggests it is centrally characterized by 1) the idea the world can be
transformed by human intervention, 2) complex economic institutions, and 3) new political
institutions such as mass democracy and the nation state (Giddens, 1998: 94). These features
5

make modern life more dynamic, technical, and complex. Early sociologist Ferdinand
Tönnies marked this period as a move from “community” (Gemeinschaft) where
relationships are dense, face-to-face, mutually dependent, and where norms are largely
unwritten, toward “society” (Gesellschaft), where large urban groups are structured by
formal, impersonal relationships (Tönnies, (2001 [1887]). Weber points to a process of
rationalization and intellectualization to explain the gradual disenchantment with a
previously mysterious and sacred world (Weber, 2004 [1917]. Modern humanity has rejected
the idea of being controlled or “ruled by mysterious, unpredictable forces…on the contrary,
we can in principle control everything by means of calculation (author’s emphasis)” (Weber, 2004
[1917], p. 12-13). Pre-modern humanity believed its world was penetrated by the divine, with
“recourse to magic in order to control the spirits or pray to them” (ibid.). For many today,
prayer is a last resort after human technologies have failed to deliver. We could argue prayer
for healing has been eclipsed by scientifically robust and deliverable medical procedures,
prayer for weather replaced with meteorological analysis, and prayer for bumper crops
displaced by agricultural science. Yet, people still pray.
Strikingly, in the BRS 2017 survey of American adults, 84% of respondents admit to
praying, with 46% praying at least once a day. While many today might deny belief in magic
and will often provide natural causes for what used to be considered “acts of God,” most
Americans continue to petition the supernatural. In her work, Testing Prayer: Science and
Healing, Candy Gunther Brown evaluates how prayers for healing and its results are
measured. One difficulty, she notes, is that individuals pray “alongside conventional and
alternative medical treatments, making it difficult to determine the relative influence of each
healing modality” (2012:143). We are seeing an effort to blend the narratives of faith and
science rather than a total capitulation of religious belief to treatments from modern
6

medicine and technology. Ammerman says, “The multiple layers of reality and multiple
narratives are perhaps nowhere better seen than in the person who prays for God to guide
the doctor’s hand” (Ammerman, 2014:102). Brown (2012:143) cites Collins’ theory of
interaction ritual chains to explain the phenomenon: “From their participation in rituals,
individuals can acquire a ‘morally suffused’ form of ‘emotional energy’ that is highly
motivational, leading toward boldness in taking actions that feel morally valuable.” Religious
social exchanges produce emotional energy that can lead to better health. But Collins adds
that repeated interactions with others through technology can have a similar effect of
creating emotional energy (Collins, 2004:353); and, if we suppose persons are interacting
religiously through technologies (from medical techniques to posting prayers on the
Internet) it can explain the positive feelings some are reporting toward technology.
The complexity of how we understand the relationship between traditional society
and religion with the forces of modernity is illustrated by Eisenstadt’s “multiple modernities”
(2000). He argues there has never been a monolithic “modernity” that some embraced while
others resisted; rather, ongoing shifts from the traditional to the modern occurred within “a
multiplicity of cultural programs” with varied goals and historical experiences. The tendency
to view modernity as an extension of European advances is refuted by the historian C.E.
Black (1966) who envisages multiple dynamic and fluid historical transitions at various stages
around the world. Global communication and travel have made this reality more
pronounced as it increases societal contact with differing religious and political views among
myriad modernities. Religious pluralism is a challenge for traditionally dominant religious
authorities. It is the result of one commonly cited product of modernization—the
dethroning of religious authority—and the demonopolization of some religious traditions
themselves (Berger, 1967:134). Clearly, Western and non-Western societies are modernizing,
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but in ways unique to various geographies, ethnicities, and nationalities. Perhaps what most
hold in common is the need to deal with the rapid onset of digital communication
technologies and access to an ever-increasing web of knowledge. While some countries work
hard to censor the Internet for fear of uprising and dissent, it is becoming more and more
difficult to “hide” knowledge. Scholars argue religious pluralism leads to hybridization, but
also tolerance of others (Berger, 1967; Putnam and Campbell, 2010; McClure, 2017). In
reference to religious pluralism, Ammerman writes:
“We work or play with a friend who “happens to be” from another religious
tradition; and the good feeling rubs off, leading us to judge all the members of that
tradition more favorably. Even more powerfully, we all seem to have at least one
relative whose beliefs would condemn them to eternal damnation if we followed our
own creeds fully; but because we also take our cue from how people behave, we are
unlikely to shun the kindly “Aunt Susan” (Ammerman, 2014:97).
In her multiple research projects, Ammerman has found that the most essential
feature of a person’s faith is concerned with behavior aligned with “The Golden Rule.” She
states, “Pluralism of religious creed can be tolerated so long as a basic ethical code of
conduct remains in place” (Ammerman, 2014:97). People in modern society live with a mix
of secular and sacred, but Ammerman is convinced that the two are intertwined and not
easily discernable. Rather than being in a sacred reality one moment and then switching to a
secular reality, the religious are more like a bilingual speaker mixing English and Spanish, and
in effect, speaking “Spanglish” (Ammerman, 2014:103). “A person eats a kosher vegetarian
diet both to express religious devotion and to stay healthy” (Ibid.). This synthesis of sacred
and secular is in accordance with Berger’s theory that pluralism changes the “how” of the
religious rather than the “what” (Berger, 2014). Religious individuals adapt to and
accommodate new ways of expressing their religious selves. When the religious approach the
world marketplace of data, ideas, and products they bring their beliefs and practices with
them. The Internet is a secular brokerage in the global marketplace of nearly everything; it
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nevertheless provides religious vendors a place to buy, sell, and trade products and religious
cultural capital that will be discussed further below. But where does it all lead? Is
secularization inevitable, given modernization and the splintering of religious authority?
Secularization
Hundreds (possibly thousands) of religions have come and gone throughout history,
while others have endured for millennia. In our modern era, theories of secularization have
predicted the demise of religion and the triumph of science. Peter Berger defined
secularization as “the process by which sectors of society and culture are removed from the
domination of religious institutions and symbols” (1967:107). "Later Berger" recanted the
secularization thesis for a more nuanced understanding of contemporary pluralism, as
theorists have had to contend with the continued spread of religion around the world
(Berger, 1999; Berger, 2014). Modernization and pluralization did not inexorably lead to a
decline in religion as expected (Berger, 2014).
However, the basis of Berger's sociology of religion, drawing on Durkheim and
Weber, remains soundly mainstream; i.e., society and its religions are products sui generis of
human activity. Human activity is socially constructed through the invention and shaping of
tools, languages, values, and institutions (Berger, 1967:7). Where there is disenchantment
with religion and increased rationalization, there will be a weakening of the plausibility
structures holding up the “sacred canopy” of religious belief, authority, and meaning. Like
later Berger, Rodney Stark perceives a relative constant demand for religion and outright
rejects the theory of secularization due to a firm belief that secularization is a self-limiting
process that leads to revival (Stark, 2007). Andrew Greeley (1972) referred to secularization
as a myth, and Demerath (2007) will not deign to pronounce time-of-death. Demerath
suggests we take a closer look. For him, secularization leads to change in religion as opposed
9

to decline and may inspire increased religiosity, or even sacralization, in some circles. Far
from positing a sort of cosmic balance between the two, secularization and sacralization
instead reflect the complexity of world religions over time and space. This complexity might
also explain the kind of diverse behaviors seen in offline and online religion. Chaves holds
that religious authority is the object of secularization, not religion per se (Chaves, 1994).
Religion is one institutional sphere among many that varies in terms of its relative cultural
privilege at any given time. Religious participation competes against other time-related
activities, but Internet use does entail a decrease in religious participation (Downey, 2014;
McClure, 2017). As we will see below, many religious groups are sacralizing spaces on the
Web as the religious carve out, co-opt, or transform new digital territory (see Campbell,
2012).
Weber, argued that, “Every increase of rationalism in empirical science increasingly
pushes religion from the rational into the irrational realm…”. This is precisely what many
theorized about modernization: that it leads necessarily to secularization (Berger, 1969:107).
Certainly, some religious groups resist modernization in various ways—one obvious example
is seen in Amish American communities. Also, Ecklund and Scheitle (2017) show that
religious people are sometimes against “scientific” technologies such as in vitro fertilization,
reproductive genetic technologies, and human embryonic stem cell research. Yet, in an
earlier study Scheitle (2005:846) finds that “holding an image of a personal God who hears
individual prayers produces a more optimistic view of biotechnology” because, he argues, a
personal God can guide the technology and mitigate negative effects. In this vein, my
present analysis is concerned with what may be a growing number reporting an affinity for
modern technology in relation to their spirituality and religiosity.
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Many scholars in the sociology of religion are not convinced religion will evaporate
due to modernization, secularization, and pluralism. Instead of replacing religious
institutions, science is often accommodated, and technologies are utilized or invented for
religious (and spiritual) purposes. Lynn White, Jr. argues that from the 9th century to the 15th
century, technological improvement was part and parcel of Christian ethics in the Latin
West, laying the bedrock for future Western expansion; despite some who argue those
centuries were “dark” technologically, religion often made use of new technologies for
worship and war (White, 1974). He further shows that medieval values favored a “dynamic
technology”—values not too different from our modern times.
Casanova (1994) shares a common criticism of secularization theory; namely, that
modernization necessarily leads to a decline in religious participation. However, he believes
the core of secularization theory, or the “differentiation and emancipation of secular spheres
from religious institutions and norms, remains valid” (Casanova, 1994:6). In sum, religious
institutions tend to privatize due to the pressures of modernization. But, says Casanova,
there has been a move toward “de-privatization” among many world religions. Regnerus and
Smith (1997) describe this effect in America as “selective de-privatization,” showing that
Catholics, liberal Protestants, and Evangelical Protestants have, at various times and levels,
alternated between private retreat and public engagement.
Conservatives, especially Evangelicals, burst into public interaction in the late 20th
century, reversing historical privatization (see Hunter, 1983). Using Swidler’s theoretical
framework, Regnerus and Smith (1997) suggest “unsettled” times of cultural upheaval or a
perceived moral threat can force religious institutions and individuals to respond by “going
public.” With the rapid saturation of mass communication technologies, traditional views are
faced with an almost perpetual state of “unsettledness.” The already publicly engaged
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religious in America respond by rethinking, galvanizing, and even restructuring. Far from
retreating from technology or the public eye, the religious are engaging both online and
offline, and are, in effect, “re-tooling” Swidler’s toolkit (see Swidler, 1986). And one way to
retool is through education.
Education in our modern era rewards objectivity, pragmatism, and rationalization.
We often associate increased skepticism and objectivity with higher levels of education.
Some scholarship has shown a trend that the most educated will be the least religious—in
some studies it depends on the affiliation or denomination (Caplovitz and Sherrow, 1977;
Argyle and Beit-Hallahmi, 1975; Albrecht and Heaton, 1984; McFarland, Wright, and
Weakliem, 2011; Downey, 2014). By contrast, a study by Uecker et al. studied religiosity in
early adulthood and revealed that declines were only observed in religious participation, with
those not attending college having the greatest religious decline: “The overwhelming majority
{82 percent} of college students maintain at least a static level of personal religiosity…”
(Uecker, et al., 2007:1683). Another study found the majority of undergraduates do not see a
conflict between religion and science, and if a student perceived a conflict before entering
college, then attending college made them likely to move away from this perspective
(Scheitle, 2011).
Among clergy and members of congregations, the level of education does not have a
significant effect on congregational use of technology (Thumma, 2010). Depending on the
context, those educated in creating and using technology are more likely to access new
technologies and advocate for their use in religious contexts. Increasing education among
Evangelicals is a strong predictor of their public engagement (Regnerus and Smith, 1998),
and today a primary mode of public engagement is through online technologies. Some
scholars hold that modernization itself helped Evangelicals ascend to the middle class,
12

equipping them with the cultural capital to engage with the public sphere on equal footing.
Yet, Evangelicals are not a monolithic bunch. With regard to science, some Evangelicals
reject evolution in favor of a “young-earth” while others have embraced theistic evolution or
evolutionary creationism (Lamoureux, 2008). The former use their own version of science to
fit the Bible and the latter reinterpret the Bible to fit mainstream science. Denominations
aside, a full 50 percent of American scientists are religious and another 20% are spiritual, but
not religious (Ecklund, 2010).
In a study by Chan and Ecklund (2016) utilizing semi-structure interviews, the
researchers found that both Evangelicals and Mainline Protestants share similar interpretive
and theological strategies to account for science and especially evolution. When it comes to
technology, we see a different picture. Mainline Protestants and “very liberal” congregations
are significantly less likely to use technology in their services, and one study links this to the
aging members of these congregations (Thumma, 2015; Roozen, 2010). Mainline Protestants
may shy away from technology, but they are committed to their religious beliefs despite nonliteral interpretations of the Bible and skepticism toward miracles (Chan and Ecklund, 2016).
Since Mainline denominations have a historical tradition of reinterpreting Scripture in light
of science through modernist hermeneutics, I suspect their belief in the triumph of science
over religion will be more tempered than Evangelical Protestants. The Catholic stance on the
relationship between faith and science is more explicit since their compatibility is written
directly into the Catechism itself (2012:159). A report based on a survey of 1,927
respondents from the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate shows that Catholics
are the least likely among religious traditions to believe science and faith are incompatible
(Gray and Wiggins, 2017). They find those with no affiliation are the most likely—a finding
that is consistent with other research (Froese and Bader, 2010). However, the Catechism of
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the Catholic Church is explicitly critical of the reach of technology and stresses the
importance of limits and ethics in its creation and use (2012:2293, 2294). Before turning to
my hypothesis, let us observe one more example of the synthesis between science and
religion.
In, The Plot to Kill God (2008), Paul Froese describes the effects and results of the
Soviet Union’s “Secularization Experiment,” or the attempt to replace all religious
expression with Communism, scientific atheism, and national identity. The experiment
failed: despite their best efforts to systematically stamp out religion, people retained a sense
of the sacred. The Communist Party created the “League of Militant Atheists” to proselytize
rural peasants. They believed if the peasants were exposed to technological advancements,
they would abandon their religion. In anti-religious condescension, the League distributed
pamphlets entitled “Prayers or Tractor,” elucidating the frivolity of religious superstition
since prayer for a bountiful crop is pointless when you have a tractor to do the job. Instead,
the peasants put Christian crosses on the tractors and the local priests held thanksgiving
services when the new technology arrived. The above reveals the complex relationship
between religion and the forces of modernity, suggesting there exists a hybridization of
science, technology, and faith.
Based on the above, I put forth the following hypotheses for the effects of affiliation
and education:
Education
H1 – Higher levels of education will be negatively associated with believing science
and technology will make religion obsolete.
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Affiliation
H2a – Mainline Protestants and Catholics will be significantly less likely than other
faith traditions to believe science and technology will make religion obsolete.
H2b – Evangelicals will be significantly more likely than other faith traditions to
believe technology improves their relationship with God.
H2c – Evangelicals will be significantly more likely than other faith traditions to
believe the Internet has had a positive effect on their spiritual life.
In the section that follows, I will show that theories of cultural formation and social
networks provide the framework for understanding how technology is adopted by social
groups and used to shape boundaries, hierarchies, and create group solidarity. I will conclude
with hypotheses of the expected effect of increasing religious attendance and spiritual
salience on beliefs about technology and the Internet.
Religion and the Contemporary Technological Culture
Lived Religion as Networked Religion
In American Grace (2010), Putnam and Campbell describe how the vastness of the
American frontier and the incredible distances between communities presented a problem
for Protestant and Catholic ministers. To solve the problem, they transformed some train
cars into “mini-chapels” that could bring services to the un-churched settlers. The 19th
century saw an indefatigable spirit of westward expansion and ingenuity that led to the
construction of a massive transcontinental railroad. Along this network of track came the
religious as well. In the 20th century we have constructed a new, global network—a
“superhighway” of data and communication on the Internet. As with the locomotive, the
religious have jumped on this invention and adapted it for their purposes. Each new
innovation seems to lead to a new religious practice. While Putnam and Campbell show that
religions in general benefit from various technological innovations, they do not address or
15

uncover the difference between religions or the process religions go through to evaluate and
negotiate (or reject) adoption of a new technology.
Campbell (2010) describes this process of evaluation and negotiation as the religioussocial shaping of technology which will be described in more detail in the next section. But
for now, we are concerned with the relationship between online and offline religion.
Campbell argues that online technology use and offline religiosity are best understood as
complex interrelated spheres (Campbell, 2012). In a 2016 qualitative study, she shows how
the discourse of religious groups is shaped by the narratives of a technologically driven
society (Campbell, 2016). While some remain skeptical of technological advance, “religious
digital strategists” often promote the cultural frames that make technology a necessary
condition for human enhancement in religious contexts. One way these strategists promote
technology is through media and communication on the Internet. Research conducted along
the intersection of religion and the Internet has mostly centered around a few broad
categories with common characteristics. Under the heading of what she insightfully describes
as “networked religion,” Campbell distills the research into the following categories:
networked community, storied identities, shifting authority, convergent practice, and
multisite reality. These groupings encompass various religious practices as they emerge in an
amalgamation of offline and online experiences. Helland (2000) makes a distinction between
“religion online,” where religious materials and media are made available, and “online
religion,” where users actively participate in online religious practice. Most websites seem to
be somewhere in between these two.
Unlike some may have predicted, the Internet has not radically altered contemporary
religion by moving engagement online (Campbell, 2010); rather, the Internet simply mirrors
offline religious practice (Campbell, 2012). In other words, online religious behavior is but
16

an extension of offline religious culture. Scholars have used the phrase “lived religion” to
describe how religious beliefs and symbols are incorporated into daily life in ways that
reinforce spiritual meanings (Hall, 1997; Campbell, 2012). Religious beliefs, behaviors, and
belonging are translated into life outside of traditional frames and into spheres characterized
by religious pluralism and globalization. The result is a hybridization of religiosity with
otherwise secular or neutral contexts, even to the extent of coopting wider cultural memes to
reinforce religiousness. In a recent study, scholars studied the widespread use of Internet
memes to show that “memetic communication and lived religion share three common
characteristics – individualization, flexibility, and heterodoxy...” (Aguilar, et al., 2017).
Scholars of popular religion often focus on the religious elite versus the popular (or
orthodox versus heterodox), but lived religion allows us to see the “person on the street” in
context. Hall argues that a “lived religion” approach gets us closer to studying the “everyday
thinking and doing of lay men and women,” and sheds light on the cultural influences
behind human reasoning which are so often ambivalent and contradictory (Hall, 1997).
Certainly, social institutions have the power to shape and constrain choices and preferences.
Elites, including religious leaders, have the power to control the sociotechnical environment
to unite or divide (Cheong, 2009). Also, webmasters and forum moderators serve as religious
gatekeepers for what is posted online and who can contribute, effectively using the Internet
for social control (Campbell and Golan, 2011).
The dominant mode of reality may be secular, but in their everyday lives, people
carry with them a religious language that has varying degrees of cultural accommodation.
Cultures shape reality through language, values, gestures, symbols, norms, and sanctions. In
this way, societies construct the social lives of its members through a hierarchy—a hierarchy
of cultural capital.
17

Religious Cultural Capital in a Technological Age
One way to address the effects of technology and its social reactionaries is through
the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1986). He describes the social world as an accumulation of the
historical exchange of capital in its embodied, objectified, and institutional forms from one
group or generation to the next. Recent decades have witnessed a radical digitization of
materials, the invention and pervasiveness of digital social networks, and global accessibility
to a network of data, people, institutions, and agendas. Literally billions of individuals and
millions of organizations have a digital footprint, and the Internet connects them all. Their
connectedness allows for the exchange of capital in its various forms, but it also generates
and perpetuates scarcity, hierarchies, and inequalities. The Internet has changed and
expanded the structure of the field of distributed cultural capital by expanding and
magnifying social capital, or networks. Bourdieu wrote, “…the most powerful principle of
the symbolic efficacy of cultural capital no doubt lies in the logic of its transmission”—a
transmission that, now with the Internet, is infinitely more complex than hereditary or
communal contexts. People (and their organizations) exist on the Internet to transmit,
transfer, and acquire cultural capital; often, the accumulation of capital happens
unconsciously, and whether intentional or not, become part of an individual’s habitus.
According to Bourdieu, habitus is the sum-total matrix of “perceptions, appreciations,
and actions,” that serve as guiding principles, or “lasting transposable dispositions” for social
practice (Bourdieu 1977:72, 82-83). These “structuring structures” of social life combine to
produce a range of analogically transferrable schemata “enabling agents to cope with
unforeseen and ever-changing situations” (Ibid.). Habitus is not about obedience to a set of
rules or even a conscious goal; rather, habitus is made up of the collective ends already
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realized in society (Bourdieu, 1990:52-53). For Bourdieu, society knows intuitively how to
play the game of life because the game is socially constructed, passed down, and internalized:
“We have come, in fact, to the most obscure principle of action, which lies neither in
structures nor in consciousness, but rather in the relation of immediate proximity
between objective structures and embodied structures - in habitus. There is action,
history, and preservation or transformation of structures only because there are
agents. But these agents are only effective and efficient because they are not reduced
to what is ordinarily meant by the notion of the individual. As socialized organisms,
they are endowed with a set of dispositions that imply both their propensity and
their ability to enter into and play the game” (Bourdieu, 1996:38).
Hoover (2002) suggests Bourdieu’s habitus can best explain how the practice of using
media shapes and structures our everyday lives and constitutes shifts in culture. Accordingly,
media occupy the same space as religion and are fundamental to one another (Hoover,
2006). As will be shown further below, historical Protestants have uniquely constructed,
internalized, and perpetuated a habitus that endorses technological innovation for the
purpose of improving spiritual life and evangelism.
Scholar of religion and media, Elizabeth Drescher (2011), believes humanity has
entered a “digital habitus,” providing an opportunity for the Christian Church to be a leader
in a “Digital Reformation” not unlike the reformations of the past. Inspired by her
conversations within Mainline Protestantism, Drescher believes effective outreach and
growth depend on engaging with the digital culture. She argues digital culture has more in
common with pre-modern communities than it does with twentieth century mass media
communication since the former depends on an engaged audience as opposed to the latter’s
passive spectators. Christians especially, she notes, have historically networked, collaborated,
and evangelized in similar ways to current trends in social media. St. Paul, a proto-blogger,
sent letters to galvanize networked churches. In addition, blogs or Facebook pages catalyze
movements—from Anglicans appealing homophobic legislation in Uganda, to a bishop’s “e-
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pistle” blog—people are moved to think and act. Social media make big groups seem rather
small, and they have the potential to magnify and intensify group solidarity.
For Bourdieu, social capital has a “multiplier effect” because it concentrates material
and symbolic profits among groups. A simple hashtag can represent an idea, movement,
culture, society, or brand; repeated interactions establish boundary work, or in-group / outgroup maintenance (see Gieryn, 1983; Lamont and Molnar, 2002). In an intriguing study,
Scheitle (2005) investigates the outgoing hyperlinks from 231 congregations representing
White Evangelicals, Catholics, Black Christians, and Non-Christians (including Hindu and
Jewish). Scheitle traces hyperlinks to religious media and resources, political sites, parachurch
groups, educational institutions, and commercial outlets; he finds that theological
conservatives infrequently form ties with secular organizations or other congregations (but
provide more links to religious material) than their theologically liberal counterparts. NonChristian religious groups have significantly more links to media, educational institutions,
and commercial outlets than liberal White congregations, suggesting the possibility these
groups may be serving immigrant populations or maintaining ethnic solidarity (Scheitle,
2002:17). These findings illustrate how online boundary work may influence membership
needs and expectations. Religious cultural capital is disseminated and cultivated to maintain
boundaries against competing ideologies and religious views. A study of Protestant blogs
showed that “authority rankings” based on hyperlinks by Technorati (a blog search engine)
mirrored offline perceptions of authority, placing the blogs of males and religious
professionals at the top (Teusner, 2012).
A study by Finke and Dougherty (2002:103) defined religious capital as “mastery of
and attachment to a specific religious culture.” Their work highlighted the cleavage between
the capital of clergy and laity, but that disparity may no longer exist in many circles. Many
20

churches today, especially among Evangelical Protestants, do not require a Master of
Divinity (MDiv) for ordination and this is reflected in a major drop in enrollment for over a
decade; furthermore, nearly half the enrollment in the Association of Theological Schools
are taking their courses online or offsite (Tanner, 2017). The shape of religious cultural
capital is changing as it goes online and becomes less institutionalized. Recently, scholars
have shifted away from looking at media and religion as two separate spheres trying to
influence one another toward media as part of religious culture (Hutchings, 2015). The
reality of competition and resulting boundary-making through the exchange of capital is
clearly no less true of religious communities as sub-cultures. For some religious groups, total
separation from technology is a marker for sacredness, and for others a means for
proselytization. The power of the Internet to create networks of religious social capital
magnify its ability to transfer cultural capital. Imagine the effect of dating websites on
marriage and how they have shaped the maintenance and transmission of religious cultural
capital: ChristianCafe.com, JDate.com (Jewish), LDSPlanet.com, Muslima.com, etc. In
addition to religious affiliation, potential partners are filtered based on direct or indirect
symbols of cultural capital—income, race, employment, education, or other forms of
pedigree. That someone is religious is as important as where they attend—whether their
congregation is wealthy or underprivileged, racially mixed or homogenous. Churches,
temples, and mosques use similar signals of cultural capital in their online materials and
hyperlinks (Scheitle, 2005). For religious leaders, the acquisition and proliferation of religious
cultural capital using the Internet (and otherwise “secular” means such as Facebook)
translate into church growth and group solidarity (see Hadaway, 2010; Thumma, 2015).
While Bourdieu helpfully articulates how cultural capital is developed and
transmitted, Durkheim and Goffman uncover the role of individual interactions in shaping
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social relations. Durkheim argued that religion is socially constructed from perceived
sacredness and objectified feelings in society itself—religion is society—and it is performed
through ritual (Durkheim, 2001 [1912]). Collins writes, “Sacred objects and beliefs are
created by rituals: in tribal societies (or in our own churches) the ritual creates a god or spirit;
in everyday encounters, the ritual creates the self” (Collins, 1994:219). Durkheim insists we
understand the interdependence of self and society. An individual is made by social forces
(Durkheim, 2001:313 [1912]). Whatever is deemed sacred, or spiritual, versus profane is
never decided in a vacuum. Rather, spirituality is framed by participation in rites and ritual—
indeed, by practice. Given that our society communicates and ritualizes so much of human
life and behavior online, it is no surprise that spirituality would be developed and framed by
digital content. It would not be difficult to learn how to perform almost any ritual on
YouTube. In short order, like-minded religious groups form around certain behaviors and
explicit and implicit boundaries.
Goffman shows how rituals are performances that stress certain behaviors based on
scripts formed by context, audience, and props (materials) involved. As Collins states, these
performances, “require certain resources, both material properties and cultural skills” (Ibid.
my emphasis). Ritual performances, or “interaction rituals” negotiate class structures,
ranking individuals into social classes. For example, a performance might occur between a
supervisor and subordinate employee at an oil-change business; another between a waiter
and a wealthy patron in a Michelin-rated restaurant. Each person is expected to behave
according to their status, role, and context. In religious networks, performances occur
between members of the laity, between clergy, and between congregations. Even among the
deeply religious, performances can be discriminatory, maintaining class hierarchies and
cultural capital among the privileged (Emerson and Smith, 2000). Collins suggests there are
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vertical and horizontal dimensions to these interaction rituals that affect social class. The
vertical dimension is about who gives orders and who takes them, and the horizontal
dimension is concerned with networks. Individuals in higher social classes have a culture
resembling a Durkheimian complex division of labor with “abstract ideas, individualism,”
and long-term planning. Unlike the broad networks of those with more cultural capital,
lower classes are usually constrained to local communities, often with a distinct language. In
other words, “The degree and kind of participation of individuals in interaction rituals
determines class structures” (Collins, 1994:222). Participation in social media networks have
in one sense multiplied and magnified many of these class divisions, but in other ways, they
open opportunities for new statuses, roles, contexts, and therefore, unique performances.
Religious individuals develop and change the nature of what is considered sacred by
interacting within networks—physical, social, and digital—through exchanges of religious
cultural capital. For this reason, increasing attendance in religious contexts will increase the
power of interactions to shape identity and transfer cultural capital.
Based on the above theoretical basis we should not necessarily expect religious
people to find technology, including Internet-use, to be detrimental to their spiritual lives.
Instead, we might expect them to use technology in ways that enhance their networks and
religious experiences. Furthermore, digital technologies have reached a saturation point.
Networks of religious leaders and their congregations are weaved into the fabric of our
digital culture. Naturally, this leads me to believe those who gather together more often will
develop similar attitudes about the benefits of technology in their shared experience. I
hypothesize that, today, many religious institutions are dependent on technology (at the very
least digital communication) such that members will perceive positive effects of technology
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on religious and spiritual life. I further suggest this is dependent on increasing participation,
or attendance:
Attendance and Spiritual Salience
H3a – Higher levels of religious attendance and spirituality will be negatively
associated with the belief science and technology will make religion obsolete.
H3b – Higher levels of religious attendance will be positively associated with
believing the Internet has a positive effect on spiritual life.
H3c – Higher levels of religious attendance and spirituality will be positively
associated with believing technology improves relationship with God.
Building on the previous two sections, this final analysis of extent literature and
theory addresses how personal and communal uses and gratifications from technologies reshape the religious world in profound ways. However, the research shows there are agecohort differences in overall usage and technological saturation, and the section concludes
with a hypothesis regarding the predicted effects of age-cohort variation on perceived
improvements of technology on religious life.
A New Generation of the Religious Online
Uses and Gratification Theory
The following review of uses and gratification theory and the social shaping of
technology may provide theoretical expectations for the way various age cohorts will
approach technology. Since religious individuals may have particular aims when approaching
technology and Internet use, U&G theory may prove insightful in understanding how
religious consumers utilize media. The perspective evaluates agency in the approach to media
that satisfies various personal needs (see Blumler & Katz, 1974). Regarding Internet use,
personal needs can be cognitive or affective (Rubin, 2002), with uses ranging from web
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surfing, interpersonal communication, knowledge acquisition, and socialization (Stafford and
Gonier, 2004). Other research has shown U&G theory to explain Internet uses such as
“prurience, curiosity, profit seeking, and sociability” (Ruggiero, 2000; Eighmey and McCord,
1995). Raacke and Bonds-Raacke apply U&G perspectives to show how met and failed uses
and gratifications determine if a person is likely to have an SNS profile (Raacke and BondsRaacke, 2008). Aside from entertainment, Internet usage is also a way for people to gain
recognition and manage or maintain social image and relationships—a kind of “social
compensation” (Matsuba, 2006; Leung, 2007). Social compensation is similar to the
transmission of cultural capital mentioned above. Many of the uses and gratifications in
Internet usage are “mediated versions of face-to-face human communication” (Urista et al.,
2009), or functional alternatives to face-to-face interaction (Papacharissi and Rubin, 2000);
again, supporting Campbell’s notion that online presence is an extension of offline
experiences. In a study of the ways in which U&G theory can be applied to young adults and
their participation in social networking sites, Urista et al. uncovered several themes: “1)
efficient communication, 2) convenient communication, 3) curiosity about others, 4)
popularity, and 5) relationship formation and reinforcement” (Urista et al., 2009). These five
themes confirm the research that suggests Internet users have two main gratifications:
process and content (Kayahara and Wellman, 2007). The content gratifications are based on
acquiring information, but process gratifications are garnered from activities such as creating
or managing one’s content or profile. These process gratifications come by increasing social
capital within a network of like-users, including a type of bridging and bonding (Ellison et
al., 2007; Urista et al., 2009).
One study evaluating links between religion and SNSs reveals that Catholics and
Evangelical Protestants are more likely than the “not religious” to be SNS members (Miller,
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Mundey, and Hill., 2013). Miller et al. report that affiliation with these two traditions is
significantly and positively associated with SNS membership, and that a single religious
practice—Bible reading—is significantly and negatively associated. The social connections
that come from being in school and other non-religious organizations have a positive
correlation to SNS membership. However, the scholars admit their study is limited, since
beyond affiliation, they cannot identify exactly how religiousness relates to increased SNS
membership.
In a 2013 study, Whiting and Williams identify ten reasons why people use social
media: social interaction, information seeking, pass time, entertainment, relaxation,
communicatory utility, convenience utility, expression of opinion, information sharing, and
surveillance and knowledge about others (Whiting and Williams, 2013). The primary reason
for social media use was “social interaction,” with 88% of respondents affirming, and the
second was “information seeking,” with 80% affirming. The two behaviors of social
interaction and information seeking also square nicely with a religious economies
perspective: individuals will make choices that preserve social and cultural capital (Stark and
Finke, 2000). The individual actor is involved in their own socialization based on
attachments, and if religious, will select options that maximize religious capital. In the case of
Internet uses and gratification, this suggests users will attempt to maximize and reinforce
offline capital using online content and expression.
The Religious Social Shaping of Technology
Uses and gratification theory is mostly focused on the individual, but it is also
important to understand the influence of institutions in shaping desires and changes in
generational values over time. Many religions and spiritual groups are now online. A new
generation has figured out they need to keep up with the digital times to remain relevant.
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This is precisely the message received from the Faith Communities Today (FACT) surveys
(Thumma, 2010; 2015). Conducted in 2000, 2005, 2008, 2010, and 2015, FACT consists of
over 32,000 randomly sampled congregations from all denominations and faith traditions in
the U.S. The 2015 survey alone includes surveys from 4,436 institutions. Each faith-family
and denomination is weighted to their proportion in the overall population of American
congregations. The study shows E-mail use by congregations reached saturation by 2010 at
90% (in 2015 it was 91%). Religious institutions with websites were at 79% in 2015, but
strikingly, the use of Facebook in 2015 rose to 75% from 40% in 2010. The presence of WiFi in 2015 was 71%. Also, in 2015, the use of visual projection for teaching or worship was
at 69%; only 4% of those surveyed reported no use of technology.
Religious institutions that are significantly more likely to use technology to enhance
their experience or attract a bigger following are generally larger, have bigger budgets, reside
outside rural areas, employ contemporary instrumental worship, and finally, are younger
(Thumma, 2010, 2015). As a supporting comparison, the congregations in Scheitle’s study
during the early days of the Internet were also younger and more educated (Scheitle, 2005:9).
While there is a positive correlation between millennial (18-34) worshippers and technology
use, much stronger usage is among GenX (35-49) (Thumma, 2015). Wuthnow (2007) points
to Internet studies in the early 2000s by Pew and the General Social Survey to show that a
relatively small portion of individuals were seeking “religious or spiritual information or
services online.” Of those who accessed religious content, only 13% said it was important to
their spiritual life to go online. One study revealed only 25% of adults 21 – 45 had ever
looked for religious content online. However, 48% of the GenX cohort in the 2017 Baylor
Religion Survey (BRS) are searching for religious content; Millennials are at 46%. Almost
20% of those under the age of 46 believe technology has improved their relationship with
27

God, and 36% believe the Internet has had a positive effect on their spiritual lives. Clearly,
the religious have warmed up to the Internet. However, one common thread between
Wuthnow’s (2007) overview and the present study is that Internet use still appears to be a
supplement to rather than a replacement of offline practice.
The FACT surveys show that congregations with a significant young adult
membership have roughly twice the likelihood to be heavy users of new technologies
compared with congregations of older members (50 and up) (Roozen, 2010). Not
surprisingly, 71% of all congregations say “many, most, or all” their members are daily
technology users. Thumma writes, “A congregation’s embrace of technology and use of it
increases by having male leaders (correlated with larger churches) who are younger and are
tech users themselves—with a positive attitude toward the use of technology in ministry”
(Thumma, 2015:4). He also notes that 59% of church leaders agree with the statement:
“congregations must use technology as widely and as well as possible in today’s world.” Are
larger congregations simply more likely to use technology or is there something about the
usage that translates into growth? A 2005 study showed that the use of multiple technologies
has an effect on growth independent of congregational size (Hadaway, 2010). But
technology usage does not guarantee growth. In the 2015 report, congregations with robust
use of technology were correlated with more spiritual vitality, innovation, clarity on mission,
and optimism about the future (Thumma, 2015). These factors combined with technology
are common among growing congregations.
In protest of overly critical responses to the digital age, some scholars are convinced
relationships fostered through social media imitate communal relationships in premodern
villages and tribes (Drescher, 2011; Martinez, 2018). Martinez (2018) points to the lack of
privacy and constant gossip, and Dresher (2011) to the myriad ways church communities
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share material and spiritual needs and engage with religious texts in group discussion. We are
also experiencing an overwhelming democratization of knowledge in social media that has
torn down the hegemony of mass media conglomerates. The generation that preceded the
Internet (the Broadcast Age) had all the sound bites of television and radio, but no
opportunity to connect with public figures the way Twitter and Facebook allow today, nor
the vast library of serious thinking, debate, and dialogue on sites such as YouTube or TED.
Online forums help people track news, events, and personalities. Google answers all
questions. The Internet mediates seemingly concrete bonds, shared experiences, and a
globally connected network of individuals in a way that no generation has experienced
before (Sageman, 2004). Perhaps the connections and communities created by people on the
Internet are ersatz versions unable to truly replicate offline, embodied relationships (See
Cowan, 2007; Lockard, 1997; Slouda, 1995). Nevertheless, religious individuals with similar
interests, politics, and ideologies can easily gather online (for better or worse).
One of the more fascinating examples of religion online comes in the form of virtual
reality. The video game Second Life allows users to take on an avatar to create and live a
“second life” online. It has its own currency, the Linden Dollar L($). Sweden was the first
country to open a legitimate virtual embassy in the game. Churches and temples exist too.
The Anglican Cathedral purchased virtual land and paid a designer to “build” their cathedral
while remaining true to their mission as part of the Anglican Communion (Hutchings, 2015).
LifeChurch.tv, a megachurch based in Oklahoma has an online campus called Church
Online that in 2012 had upwards of 125,000 viewers a week and 7,000 watching each realtime event (Ibid).
Almost every religious organization has an online presence these days—not all are
practicing online—but seekers can find religious material and support. Atheists, freethinkers,
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and neopagans have had a strong online presence since the early days of the Internet which
served to connect individuals, establish and promulgate norms, and promote offline
gatherings (Nash, 2002; Fernback, 2002). The Chabad Jewish community has been online
since the 1980s (Campbell, 2013). Despite the condemnation of Internet use by some rabbis
(Campbell, 2007), the National Jewish Population Survey showed that by the year 2000, 40%
of Jewish adults were already using the Internet for religious purposes (Sheskin & Liben,
2015). According to one Jewish op-ed writer, other media technologies have also proven
useful. He writes,
“I've become an improved Jew. I learn more, say more blessings, and didn’t have a
problem remembering a single day in the Omer [a period of ceremonial counting
between the festivals of Passover and Shavuot]…So what caused this recent growth
spurt in my Judaism? I got an iPod Touch” (Sheskin and Liben, 2015:3838).
In addition to Jewish adherents, scholars have studied the online presence of
Japanese religions (Danilo Giambra and Baffelli, 2015), Islam (Bunt, 2003; Echchaibi, 2013),
Buddhism (Prebish, 2004; Connelly, 2013); and Hinduism (Scheifinger, 2010) among others.
Each religious group is reaching out to a new generation to keep traditions alive in an
increasingly technological age. How they navigate the digital world is important. Campbell
describes it as the religious-social shaping of technology (2010). Religious communities will
reflect on their history and tradition, and ask, “Do our religious texts belong online?” They
will consider their core beliefs and rituals: “Can/should our practices be digitized,” They will
evaluate and negotiate adoption of technology: “Should cell phones be allowed in our sacred
spaces?” And finally, they will develop a new discourse to frame new media and technology:
“What kind of rules or boundaries should there be around the use of technology?”
Communal discourses in online forums and in offline congregations sometimes devolve into
fierce battles between Luddites and technophiles, but the cultural embeddedness of
technology is, for most, an inexorable force. Common among most congregations is the
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eagerness of the young to stay relevant (Thumma, 2015). One factor to consider here is a
new generation that is driven to adapt in a religion market embedded in a technologically
saturated culture. Considering the above, I hypothesize:
Age
H4a – Religiously-minded Millennials and Generation X will be more likely to affirm
improved religious effects from technology and Internet usage than their older counterparts.
H4b – There will be a significant and negative conditional effect on belief technology
improves relationship with God from the interaction of Evangelical Protestant with
Boomers and Silent Generation compared with Millennials.
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CHAPTER THREE
Data, Method, and Results
Data and Method
The present analysis uses the Baylor Religion Survey Wave V (2017), a random,
cross-sectional sample of American adults. It includes basic technology-related questions
such as, “Do you have high-speed Internet access in your home?” “Do you personally own a
smartphone?” Do you have a profile on a social networking site such as Facebook, Twitter,
or Instagram?” It also includes usage questions such as: “On average, how many hours per
day do you spend: Using the internet for any reason? and Using the Internet to access or use
social media?” For this project, I focused on three questions measuring specific beliefs about
the relationship between faith and technology. They serve as binary dependent variables in
logistic regression models. The first question is aimed at deciphering tension between
religion and science: “To what extent do you believe in the following: Science and
technology will make religion obsolete?” Respondents could answer: Strongly disagree (= 0),
Disagree (= 0), Agree (= 1), and Strongly agree (= 1). The second dependent variable comes
from a question that asks if the Internet has had an effect on the respondent’s spiritual life.
Possible responses include, Very positive (= 1), Mostly positive (= 1), Mostly negative (= 0), Very
negative (= 0) and No effect (= 0). The third question is “To what extent do you agree with the
following? Technology has improved my relationship with God.” Answers include I do not
believe in God, Strongly disagree (= 0), Disagree (= 0), Agree (= 1), and Strongly agree (= 1). For this
final dependent variable, those who indicated they did not believe in God were dropped to
capture sentiment among theists. Based on these key dependent variables, I differentiate
32

between the likelihood of responses from various religious traditions. The first two
dependent variables also included atheists and those with no religious affiliation.
The key independent variables target self-reported religious affiliation and
attendance, spirituality, hours-per-day of Internet use for any reason, and whether
respondents accessed the Internet for religious content. In the regression models below, I
use attendance as a proxy for religious salience due to collinearity; frequency ranged from
Never (= 0) to Several times a week (= 7). For affiliation, I use a reltrad variable that includes
Evangelical Protestant, Mainline Protestant, Black Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, Other, and
No Religion. To measure self-rated spirituality, respondents were asked, “How spiritual do
you consider yourself to be?” Answers included: Not spiritual (= 1) Slightly spiritual (= 2)
Moderately spiritual (= 3) Very spiritual (= 4). Internet usage was queried: “On average, how
many hours per day do you spend: Using the Internet for any reason?” The scale ranged
from More than 12 hours per day (= 6) to Zero hours per day (= 0) and increments of 3 hours for
values 1 to 5. To measure access to online religious content, respondents were asked, “How
often do you use the Internet to: Access religious or spiritual content?” responses were
coded as binary, with “About once a month or less often” to “Several times per day” coded
(=1) and “Never” (=0).
Finally, I included several control variables. They are age, race and ethnicity,
employment, education, sex, income, and health limitations. Ages range from 17 to 98, but
they were separated into cohorts based roughly on the Pew designation from April 2018.
Millennials include respondents ages 17-37 as of 2017, Generation X include ages 38-51,
Boomers are ages 52-71, and Silent Generation includes respondents 72 and older.
Education was coded 8th grade to 12th grade (= 1), high school graduate to some college (=2), and fouryear bachelor’s degree or more (=3). Race and ethnicity are coded Hispanic any race, white non33

Hispanic, black non-Hispanic, and Asian, American Indian, Pacific Islander, and multiracial (other
non-Hispanic). While to some extent technologies exist as tools to aid and enhance those
with physical needs, some technology usage depends on physical activity. For this reason, a
control variable is included for health limitations: “Do you have any physical health
condition or problem that limits the kinds of activity or amount of activity that you can carry
out?” The answer is coded binary (yes = 1), (no = 0). Finally, respondents were asked,
“Which of the following best describes your place of employment?” All responses except
Not currently employed (= 0) were coded (= 1).
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 1 and Figures 1, 2, and 3 contain descriptive statistics before casewise deletion
and multiple imputation. Table 2 is a correlation matrix with casewise deletion of the three
dependent variables and key independent variables including reltrad, hourly usage, access of
religious content, spirituality, religiosity, and attendance. Figure 1 shows the distribution of
respondents by affiliation who responded to the question of whether science and technology
will make religion obsolete. Clearly Evangelicals have the most who disagree, followed by
Catholics. Though the unaffiliated (“None”) have the most who agree, more than double
disagree. In Figure 2, Catholics have the greatest number who believe the Internet has had no
effect on their spiritual life, followed by the unaffiliated and Evangelicals. Evangelicals are
inclined to say the Internet has a positive effect on their spiritual lives. Interestingly, those in
the “other” religion category are the only group with decidedly more positive responses than
no effect. Figure 3 shows Evangelicals are slightly edged out by the number of Catholics who
disagree that technology has improved their relationship with God. Of 126 atheists, only ten
did not skip this question, with seven answering in the negative and three in the affirmative;
not surprisingly, atheists are concentrated among the unaffiliated. Evangelicals have the most
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who agree, followed by Catholics and Mainline Protestants. Catholics have the most who
disagree compared to other affiliations. While not shown in Figure 3, Mainline Protestants,
Black Protestants, and the unaffiliated have more respondents who strongly disagree than
disagree.
Table 1
Descriptive Statistics
Obs

Missing

Mean
%

1467
1402
1417
1469
1416
1469
1501
1501
1501
1501
1450
1442
1443
1443
1442
1443
1449
1501
1445
1430
1429
1455
1449

34
99
84
32
85
32
0
0
0
0
51
59
58
58
59
58
52
0
56
71
72
46
52

41.79
54.952
4.446
2.432
63.42
36.42
69.02
10.46
5.20
12.33
28.28
6.73
13.44
26.06
2.01
7.90
16.22
8.39
3.322
3.09
2.6753
2.258
44.79
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270

Science and Tech will
make religion obsolete

1408

Internet has positive
effect on spiritual life

1426

Variable
Ind. Variables / Controls
Male
Age
Income
Education
Employed
Health Limitation
White Non-Hispanic
Black Non-Hispanic
Other Non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Evangelical
Black Protestant
Mainline Protestant
Catholic
Jewish
Other
None
Atheist
Attendance
Spiritual Salience
Religious Salience
Hours Online Daily
Access Religious Content
Dependent Variables
Technology improved
relationship with God

Std.
Dev.

Min

Max

0
17
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
1
0
0

1
98
7
3
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
7
4
4
6
1

20.39

0

1

93

11.22

0

1

75

33.52

0

1
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17.077
1.697
.592

2.565
.95
1.0701
1.413

Table 2
Correlation Matrix
Variable
Dependent Variables
1
Science and Tech will
Make Religion Obsolete

1

2

3

4

Technology Improves
Relationship w/ God

-0.006

1.000

3

Internet has Positive
Effect on Spiritual Life

-0.013

0.433*

1.000

-0.041

0.128*

0.138*

1.000

Independent Variables
Evangelical Protestant

6

1.000

2

4

5

5

Black Protestant

0.073*

0.023

0.060*

-0.187*

1.000

6

Mainline Protestant

-0.024

-0.012

-0.096*

-0.282*

-0.118*

1.000

7

Catholic

-0.003

-0.095*

-0.119*

-0.438*

-0.183*

-0.276*

8

No Affiliation

0.111*

-0.090*

-0.098*

-0.179*

-0.075*

-0.113*

9

Other Religion

-0.060*

0.038

0.125*

-0.194*

-0.081*

-0.122*

10

Hours Online Daily

0.002

0.043

0.119*

-0.026

-0.016

-0.009

-0.083*

0.346*

0.534*

0.163*

0.049

-0.097*

11

Access Religious Content
Online

12

Spiritual Salience

-0.111*

0.218*

0.291*

0.149*

0.095*

-0.078*

13

Attendance

-0.140*

0.220*

0.262*

0.161*

0.059*

-0.061*

14

Education

-0.0572

0.0216

0.0440

-0.0794*

-0.0502

0.0700*

Note: *p < .05; Bonferroni Adj.

(Continued)
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Variable
Ind. Variables
7
Catholic

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

1.000

8

No Affiliation

-0.175*

1.000

9

Other Religion

-0.190*

-0.078*

1.000

10

Hours Online
Daily

-0.055

0.127*

0.038

1.000

11

Access Religious
Content Online

-0.120*

-0.148*

0.160*

0.185*

1.000

12

Spiritual
Salience

-0.081*

-0.150*

0.090*

-0.083*

0.330*

1.000

13

Attendance

0.037

-0.333*

0.032

-0.163*

0.395*

0.417*

0.605*

14

Education

-0.017

0.072*

0.009

0.288*

0.125*

-0.017

-0.038

Note: *p < .05; Bonferroni Adj.
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Figure 1. Belief science and technology will make religion obsolete.
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Figure 2. Belief about the effect of the Internet on spiritual life.
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Figure 3. Belief Technology has improved relationship with God.
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None

Results
The logistic regression models in Table 3 (Models 2 and 3) show the significance of
several independent variables. In Model 3, a one-unit increase in spiritual salience results in
43% lower odds of believing science and technology will make religion obsolete. Net of
spirituality and attendance, affiliation proves to be significant, with 63% lower odds for
Catholics and 64% lower odds for Mainline Protestants compared with the religiously
unaffiliated. The unaffiliated were chosen as a reference category because 98 of 235 of the
unaffiliated are atheist, and the literature suggests they are more likely to believe science and
religion are irreconcilable. Interestingly, when atheists are dropped from the model,
education is still insignificant. Boomers have 52% lower odds compared with millennials of
expecting the demise of religion on account of science. Adding age cohorts to Model 3
dropped the significance of Evangelical Protestant. Finally, millennials are used as a
reference category because they are the least religious of the age cohorts.
Table 3
Logistic Regression Predicting Belief Science and Technology will make Religion Obsolete
Variables
Male
White non-Hispanic
Income
Education
Employed
Health & Internet Usage
Health Limitations

Model 1
1.911**
(0.416)
0.881
(0.205)
0.971
(0.083)
0.803
(0.188)
1.244
(0.361)

Model 2
1.382
(0.346)
0.747
(0.217)
0.941
(0.080)
0.900
(0.234)
1.218
(0.383)

Model 3
1.456
(0.367)
0.762
(0.226)
0.988
(0.089)
0.887
(0.235)
1.121
(0.375)

0.839
(0.204)

0.938
(0.255)

1.126
(0.322)
(Continued)
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Variables
Hours Online Daily
Religious Traditiona
Evangelical Protestant

Model 1
1.142
(0.090)

Mainline Protestant
Black Protestant
Catholic
Jewish
Other
Other Religion Measures
Spirituality
Attendance
Age Cohortb
Gen X

Model 2
0.972
(0.087)
0.445*
(0.179)
0.336*
(0.161)
0.710
(0.430)
0.360**
(0.130)
0.210
(0.169)
0.491
(0.286)

0.454
(0.184)
0.358*
(0.168)
0.746
(0.445)
0.368**
(0.134)
0.240
(0.196)
0.500
(0.301)

0.551***
(0.084)
0.860*
(0.061)

0.573***
(0.091)
0.862*
(0.064)

3.143
(2.124)

0.563
(0.209)
0.478*
(0.163)
0.434
(0.222)
4.320*
(2.884)

Boomers
Silent Gen
Constant

0.146***
(0.071)

Model 3
0.884
(0.091)

Observations
1,501
1,501
Source. Baylor Religion Survey (BRS; 2017).
Note. Odds ratios; multiple imputation data; robust SE in parentheses; atheists excluded
from models; all models weighted. aReference Category = religiously unaffiliated;
breference category = millennials.
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05.

1,501

Some of the most significant findings in Table 4 revolve around “Other nonHispanics” (Asian, American Indian, Pacific Islander, Multi-race non-Hispanic) and “Other”
religions. In Model 6, Other non-Hispanics have 136% (or 2.36 times) higher odds than their
counterparts of responding that the Internet has had a positive effect on their spiritual lives.
Compared with Catholics, “other” religions have 178% higher odds of believing positive
effects. Attendance significantly increases the odds and explains the decrease in significance
of the unaffiliated from Model 5 to Model 6. Initially, models predicting effect by age cohort
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reported significant negative findings for the Silent Generation versus Millennials, but age as
a quadratic revealed an interesting and significant curvilinear effect (see Figure 4). The slope
equals zero at 40.88 years old (23.88 in Figure 4), which means the predicted probability of
effects will trend negative after this age. Table 4 does not include the variable associated with
the access of religious and spiritual content online because of collinearity. Catholics were
chosen as a reference category because they are the religious affiliation with the greatest
number of respondents who disagree the Internet has improved their spiritual lives.
Table 4
Logistic Regression Predicting the Internet has a Positive Effect on Spiritual Life
Variables
Age
Age * Age
Male
Other non-Hispanica
Income
Education
Employed
Health & Internet Usage
Health Limitations
Hours Online Daily

Model 4
1.045*
(0.021)
0.999*
(0.000)
0.595***
(0.092)
1.863*
(0.583)
0.918
(0.048)
1.200
(0.172)
1.048
(0.207)

Model 5
1.035
(0.022)
0.999*
(0.000)
0.627**
(0.102)
2.146*
(0.753)
0.935
(0.053)
1.219
(0.183)
1.089
(0.225)

Model 6
1.031
(0.022)
0.999*
(0.000)
0.674*
(0.113)
2.358*
(0.854)
0.940
(0.054)
1.085
(0.166)
1.045
(0.218)

1.088
(0.185)

1.068
(0.185)
1.142
(0.077)

1.162
(0.208)
1.195*
(0.084)

1.936**
(0.406)
1.028
(0.298)
2.143*
(0.705)

1.684*
(0.361)
1.180
(0.366)
2.199*
(0.772)

Religious Traditionb
Evangelical Protestant
Mainline Protestant
Black Protestant

(Continued)
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Variables
Jewish

Model 4

Other
No Religion (unaffiliated)
Other Religious Measure
Attendance
Constant

0.328*
(0.147)

Model 5
1.441
(0.672)
2.636**
(0.837)
0.278***
(0.086)

Model 6
1.839
(0.877)
2.780**
(0.933)
0.526
(0.188)

0.194**
(0.101)

1.258***
(0.047)
0.106***
(0.058)

Observations
1,501
1,501
1,501
Source. Baylor Religion Survey (BRS; 2017).
Note. Odds ratios; multiple imputation data; robust SE in parentheses; all models weighted.
aAsian, American Indian, Pacific Islander, Multi-race non-Hispanic; bReference category = Catholic.
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05.

Figure 4. Predicted probability the Internet will have a positive effect on spiritual life by age.
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In Table 5, Catholicism was chosen as a reference category because it was the largest
sample size after Evangelicals, and upon regression it was also the largest standardized
coefficient in terms of a negative association with believing technology improves relationship
with God. Among Millennials, the effect of being Evangelical versus non-Evangelical is
371% (4.7 times) higher odds of believing technology has improved their relationship with
God (Model 10). Two important interaction effects are worth mentioning here. The
conditional effect of being a Boomer versus a Millennial among Evangelicals is 25% lower
odds. The conditional effect of being Silent Generation among Evangelicals compared to
Millennials results in 58% lower odds of believing technology has improved relationship
with God. Among non-Evangelicals, older age trends significantly in the negative direction.
Among non-Evangelicals, Generation X have 2.7 times the odds compared with Millennials
of affirming improvement, Boomers 2.7, and Silent Generation 3.5—again, all compared to
Millennials among non-Evangelicals. In Models 9 and 10, those who access religious or
spiritual content online have 4.7 times higher odds of affirming technology improves
relationship with God than those who do not. This effect wipes out the significance of
attendance in Model 8.
Table 5
Logistic Regression Predicting Technology Improves Relationship with God
Variables
Male
Income
Education
Employed

Model 7
0.884
(0.168)
0.890
(0.058)
1.458
(0.285)
1.009
(0.245)

Model 8
1.066
(0.214)
0.861*
(0.063)
1.389
(0.294)
0.902
(0.232)

Model 9
1.063
(0.220)
0.865*
(0.062)
1.293
(0.274)
0.810
(0.206)

Model 10
1.048
(0.218)
0.854*
(0.063)
1.314
(0.276)
0.816
(0.205)
(Continued)
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Variables
Race & Ethnicitya
Hispanic, any race (incl. no race)
Black non-Hispanic
Asian, Amer Ind, Pac Islander,
Multi-race non-Hispanic
Health & Internet Usage
Health Limitation

Model 7

Model 8

Model 9

Model 10

0.705
(0.213)
1.340
(0.372)
0.840
(0.375)

0.695
(0.239)
1.186
(0.382)
0.816
(0.357)

0.726
(0.258)
1.159
(0.369)
0.661
(0.299)

0.677
(0.247)
1.133
(0.358)
0.633
(0.289)

1.420
(0.291)

1.416
(0.312)
1.215*
(0.101)

1.424
(0.313)
1.083
(0.091)

1.485
(0.327)
1.102
(0.094)

4.723***
(1.180)

4.711***
(1.208)

1.874***
(0.303)
1.162**
(0.054)
1.704**
(0.351)

1.561**
(0.253)
1.063
(0.052)
1.622*
(0.345)

1.625**
(0.278)
1.067
(0.052)
4.705**
(2.433)

1.750
(0.587)
1.365
(0.432)
1.124
(0.486)

1.809
(0.598)
1.520
(0.483)
1.424
(0.602)

2.665*
(1.301)
2.728*
(1.252)
3.452*
(1.827)

Hours Online Daily
Access Religious or Spiritual
Content Online
Religion and Spirituality
Spirituality
Attendance
Evangelical
Age Cohortb
Gen X
Boomers
Silent Gen

1.860*
(0.580)
1.546
(0.431)
1.281
(0.475)

Interaction
Gen X * Evangelical

0.440
(0.298)
0.273*
(0.167)
0.121**
(0.083)

Boomers * Evangelical
Silent Gen * Evangelical
Constant
Observations

0.095***
(0.050)
1,375

0.005***
(0.004)
1,375

0.007***
(0.006)
1,375

0.004***
(0.003)
1,375

Source. Baylor Religion Survey (BRS; 2017).
Note. Odds ratios; multiple imputation data; robust SE in parentheses; atheists excluded from
models; all models weighted.
aReference category = white non-Hispanic; breference category = Millennials.
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05.
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Figure 5. Predicted probability technology improves relationship with God by age-cohort and
affiliation

Figure 6. Predicted probability technology improves relationship with God by age-cohort
among theists.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Discussion and Conclusion
Discussion
Based on the above results I return to the hypotheses. In this discussion, I argue that
results from this project are best explained by the theories of digital habitus and the religious
social shaping of technology—especially for Evangelical Protestants.
Education and Affiliation
H1 – Higher levels of education will be negatively associated with believing science
and technology will make religion obsolete. (Partial Support)
H2a – Mainline Protestants and Catholics will be significantly less likely than other
faith traditions to believe science and technology will make religion obsolete. (Strong Support)
H2b – Evangelicals will be significantly more likely than other faith traditions to
believe technology improves their relationship with God. (Strong Support)
H2c – Evangelicals will be significantly more likely than other faith traditions to
believe the Internet has had a positive effect on their spiritual life. (Partial Support)
My analysis reveals only partial support for Hypothesis 1 since higher levels of
education are negatively correlated with believing science and technology will make religion
obsolete, but the findings are not statistically significant in both the correlation matrix (Table
2) and the logistic regression analysis (Table 3). Education was not significant in models
predicting effects on spiritual life or relationship with God. For respondents of every level of
educational attainment, technology may be so embedded in the digital habitus that it is either
taken for granted, or intentionally harnessed for religious purposes (Hoover, 2002; Drescher,
2011; Thumma, 2010, 2015).
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Mainline Protestants and Catholics have significantly lower odds of believing science
and technology will make religion obsolete than other faith traditions, providing support for
Hypothesis 2a (see Table 3). Evangelicals are statistically more likely to report improvements
to their relationship with God through the use of technology (Table 5), providing support
for Hypotheses H2b. To be clear, most people did not say technology improved their
relationship with God or that the Internet improved their spiritual life respectively (see
Figures 3 and 4). Nevertheless, a person may strongly disagree technology has improved
their relationship with God without also believing technology has eroded or undermined it.
In other words, it is plausible respondents are predominantly neutral regarding technology
and their relationship with God. While 456 (33%) of 1384 respondents believe the Internet
has a positive effect on their spiritual lives, only 61 respondents (4%) believe the Internet has
had a negative effect. The remaining said the Internet has no effect (63%). The group with
the most significant odds comes from “other” religions, followed by Black Protestants.
“Other” religions have 2.8 times the odds (Black Protestants, 2.2 times) compared with
Catholics of seeing positive effects on their spiritual life from Internet usage. The Internet
connects their social networks in crucial ways—likely due to their minority status in the
population. While Evangelicals have 1.7 times the odds of seeing positive effects compared
with Catholics, the effect is not greater than it is for “other” religions or Black Protestants,
and results in only partial support for Hypothesis 2c.
A Note on the Peculiarity of Evangelical Protestants
In one of the studies mentioned above, scholars studied the widespread use of
Internet memes to show that “memetic communication and lived religion share three
common characteristics – individualization, flexibility, and heterodoxy...” (Aguilar, et al.,
2016). These characteristics, like many facets of “digital religion,” are mirrored images of an
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online-offline reality. For the purposes of the present study, these characteristics—
individualization, flexibility, and heterodoxy—ring remarkably true for Evangelical
Protestants. Each characteristic is part of the Evangelical digital habitus, where religious social
shaping of technology takes place, and where religious cultural capital is exchanged. While
almost every religion today has at least some sort of presence on the Internet—and
Protestants were not the first—they have a unique history of technological adoption and
adaptation. I will briefly trace this historical development through the theoretical work of
Weber and tie it in with the digital habitus framework.
Weber famously argued that modern capitalism’s roots lie in the Protestant doctrine
of election and predestination with a resulting ethic emphasizing good works, frugality,
accumulation, and ingenuity. The idea of “reformation” itself is part and parcel of the
spiritual calling of a Protestant believer. Puritan sects rigorously developed these traits, and
shunned “all the sensuous and emotional elements in culture and in religion, because they
[were] of no use toward salvation...” (Weber, 2005:62 [1930]). On the one hand, it
encouraged saving as opposed to wasting resources on sensuality, but it also resulted in hyperindividualism. Over time, the authoritative dogma underwriting the puritanical life began to
wane, but economic prudence remained. The religious husk broke away to reveal the kernel
of pure efficiency and personal gain. Weber posits the long-term economic effect of
prioritizing specialized work, rationalization, and acquisition is its permanence; it becomes an
iron cage: “...victorious capitalism, since it rests on mechanical foundations, needs [religion’s]
support no longer” (Weber, 2005:123 [1930]). Its strongest effects, according to Weber, can
be seen in the United States where vestiges of religious and ethical meaning have been
stripped away from the act of pursuing wealth, save perhaps, for those within the prosperity
gospel traditions. One of Weber’s caveats is the potential for “entirely new prophets” to
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arise from the “tremendous development” of capitalism in the West (Weber, 2005:124
[1930]).
Weber’s theory leaves room for an undetermined future where escape from the iron
cage is possible, but he despairs of a world mired in “mechanized petrification, embellished
with a sort of convulsive self-importance” (Ibid.). While today’s Evangelical Protestants
would hardly describe themselves as convulsively self-important, there is evidence they have
followed Weber’s trajectory of hyper-individualism. One place hyper-individualism is
especially evident is in social networking sites (SNSs) such as Instagram, Facebook, Twitter,
and Snapchat. Even as SNSs promote individuals by providing avenues for self-expression
and impression management, SNSs are commercially advantageous for businesses and
organizations, including churches. For example, Chad Veach, pastor of a large Evangelical
congregation in West Hollywood called Zoe Church, is quoted in the New York Times,
saying, “Instagram built our church.” Veach posts on Instagram daily, promoting his books,
church, or lifestyle among popular actors and musicians.
The article goes on to describe the tech-savviness of church planters in general:
“…saving souls is a business like any other. Pastors today who want to start a
ministry for those 40 and under follow a well-traveled path. First, they lease an old
theater or club. Next, they find great singers and backup musicians. A fog machine
on stage is nice. A church should also have a catchy logo or catchphrase that can be
stamped onto merchandise and branded — socks, knit hats, shoes and sweatshirts.
(An online pop-up shop on Memorial Day sold $10,000 in merchandise its first hour,
Mr. Veach said.) And lastly, churches need a money app — Zoe uses Pushpay — to
make it easy for churchgoers to tithe with a swipe on their smartphones. Mr. Veach
said he modeled his church after Hillsong, with its vibrant youth community, and
Church of the Highlands, whose pastor teaches other pastors how to start churches
like his. He spent two days learning the basics at Highlands’ headquarters in
Birmingham, Ala., before Zoe opened for business” (Holsonmarch, 2018).
Campbell points out that Christian Evangelicals have been appropriating media for
the sake of proselytizing since the printing press was invented, and more recently through
modern televangelism and the Internet (Campbell, 2012). Even the Billy Graham
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Association endorsed an initiative called “Internet Evangelism Day” in the ‘90s. Some
Evangelicals argued prescriptively that the Internet was “divinely created in order to help
fulfill their evangelical calling and Christian obligation” (Campbell, 2012; 2010a). Consider
this quotation from the co-founder of Wired Magazine, Kevin Kelly:
“For most people, nature is either a very happy long-term accident or a very detailed
reflection of its creator. For the latter, every species can be read as a four-billionyearlong encounter with God. Yet we can see more of God in a cell phone than in a
tree frog. The phone extends the frog’s four billion years of learning and adds the
open-ended investigations of six billion human minds. Someday we may believe the
most convivial technology we can make is not a testament to human ingenuity but a
testimony of the holy” (Kelly, 2010).
In the same way that Weber traced Protestantism’s “adaptability to capitalism with
religious factors” (Weber, 2005:26 [1930]), one could imagine him adding modern
technology, Internet use, and the multifaceted impact of SNSs to his oeuvre in economics
and religiosity. Weber believed that certain forms of the Protestant faith and its work ethic
had a natural inclination toward one another that he called Wahlverwandtschaft, or “elective
affinity” (Weber, 2005:49-50 [1930]).1 Weber also spoke of “elective affinities” between
Calvinism and capitalism, and between “various social strata and their characteristic forms of
religiosity” (Howe, 1978:368). Howe (1978) suggests that the logic of history only makes
sense through the logic of elective affinities; mutually complimentary logics naturally hang
together. For Evangelical Protestants and technology, there seems to be an “elective affinity”
at play—a match made in heaven if you will.
The flexibility shown by Evangelicals to embrace new technology is part of the
Christian narrative to “live in the world, but not of the world;” indeed, it has become an
essential Evangelical “Protestant ethic” to use the tools of the culture for outreach purposes.

Talcott Parsons translates Wahlverwandtschaft as “correlation” instead of “elective affinity,” but Howe
(1978) translates it as the latter.
1
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As one can imagine, this is the power of the religious social shaping of technology. Indeed, it
is now difficult to imagine an Evangelical world without technology. It is so imbedded in their
habitus, even church planting is shaped by its usage. One might conclude some Evangelical
Protestants have digitized Weber’s iron cage.
Lastly, in addition to flexibility and individuality, we add heterodoxy. McClure (2016)
argues that young adults who use SNSs are more likely to embrace religious syncretism and
pluralism by picking and choosing their own religious beliefs and practices. He further finds
that Internet use is associated with increases in being religiously unaffiliated (“none”) and is
associated with a decrease in views related to religious exclusivism (McClure, 2017).
The theory underlying this part of the analysis suggests Evangelical Protestants carry
on the Weberian tradition of economic adaptation using modern technology. Technology is
part of their digital habitus, where individualization, flexibility, and heterodoxy are taken-forgranted characteristics of Evangelical life. As a digitally “networked religion” Evangelicals
are transmitting through new communication technologies—that is—they are evangelizing
across digital and physical social networks. For Bourdieu, the logic of transmission is the
most important aspect of cultural capital. As Evangelical congregations decide how to use
technologies through religious social shaping, they transmit the importance of personal,
individualized, and actualized faith. Indeed, Evangelicals believe technology improves their
personal relationship with God. The statement, “Technology has improved my relationship
with God,” is directed at the individual, but is transmitted socially as a core facet of the
Evangelical digital habitus.
Attendance and Spiritual Salience
H3a – Higher levels of religious attendance and spirituality will be negatively
associated with the belief science and technology will make religion obsolete. (strong support)
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H3b – Higher levels of religious attendance will be positively associated with
believing the Internet has a positive effect on spiritual life. (strong support)
H3c – Higher levels of religious attendance and spirituality will be positively
associated with believing technology improves relationship with God. (partial support)
There is strong statistical support that increased spirituality is negatively associated
with believing science and technology will make religion obsolete (Hypothesis 3a). It is
statistically significant that higher levels of religious attendance increase the odds of believing
the Internet has a positive effect on spiritual life (Hypothesis 3b). However, higher levels of
religious attendance do not significantly predict odds of believing technology improves
relationship with God (Hypothesis 3c). In Table 5, Model 8, attendance is significant, but
that significance is diminished by the effect of using the Internet to access religious or
spiritual material online with 4.7 times the odds of those who do not go online (Models 9
and 10). The correlation is positive and significant between attendance and believing
technology improves relationship with God (Table 2), but the logistic regression Model 10
shows that Internet usage is one significant predictor whereas attendance is not. These
results suggest perceived improvements likely come through online, digital engagement—
whether it is simply informational or social. Attending a worship service with other
technologies such as PowerPoint, amplified musical instruments, or even offline apps of
sacred texts, are not as convincing as browsing and connecting online. The digital religious
habitus for these respondents appears to be in full force.
Age and Interaction Effect
H4a – Religiously-minded Millennials and Generation X will be more likely to affirm
improved religious effects from technology and Internet usage than their older counterparts.
(partial support)
H4b – There will be a significant and negative conditional effect on belief technology
improves relationship with God from the interaction of Evangelical Protestant with
Boomers and Silent Generation compared with Millennials. (strong support)
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Among theists, Generation X has a higher predicted probability of affirming an
improved relationship with God through technology than Boomers or the Silent Generation
(Figure 6). Among non-Evangelicals, Generation X have 2.7 times the odds compared with
Millennials. Contrary to what one might expect, Millennials have the lowest predicted
probability overall, but Figure 6 reveals the source comes from non-Evangelical Millennials.
In Figure 5, Evangelical Millennials have nearly the predicated probability seen in Generation
X. In other words, non-Evangelical Millennials are either less religious in general and
therefore less likely to affirm any relationship with God, or they have always known the
presence of technology and cannot tell the difference. However, both Millennials and
Generation X have a higher predicted probability than their older counterparts of affirming
positive spiritual effects from Internet usage (Figure 4). Together these findings partially
support Hypothesis 4a.
The interaction between Evangelical and the various age-cohorts gives us some
interesting conditional effects. As mentioned in the results section above, Millennial
Evangelicals have 371% higher odds of believing technology has improved their relationship
with God than non-Evangelical Millennials. For Silent Generation, the conditional effect is
58% lower odds. Millennial Evangelicals likely find something significantly world-shaping in
the framing, scripts, and the digital-religious cultural capital of Evangelical Protestantism.
Clearly, the interaction of older age-cohorts (Boomers and Silent Generation) with
Evangelical Protestantism show significantly lower odds of affirming the positive impact of
technology suggesting a change has occurred within Evangelical behavior. While Generation
X and Millennial Evangelicals have embraced technology, and have multiplied social
networks within a digital habitus, their older counterparts show significant disagreement.
These findings strongly support Hypothesis 4b.
55

The social shaping of technology within religious circles includes communal
discussions around the nature of technology and its inclusion or exclusion from religious
practice (Campbell, 2010). These religious communities are often inclined to integrate its
usage for the sake of attracting a new generation, even if it means going against the
traditional grain. In the end, a new social discourse is adopted to frame new media and
technology within a transformed digital habitus.
Conclusion
This project set out to fill a gap in the current literature by analyzing religious beliefs
about technology. I traced sentiment from social critics to historical and contemporary
theories to explain these trends. The survey data show that by and large, young Evangelicals
are very likely to embrace technology, but they are far from alone. The religious landscape
has spread to sacred places online with the use of new and important communication
technologies, bringing together members of minority religious traditions in America. My
analysis shows beliefs about technology among the religious vary. Some see technology as an
inert utility, others fear a Promethean disaster, still others perceive each new technological
advance as another rung on Jacob’s ladder. The differences can be accounted for through a
better understanding of the cultural changes resulting from new technologies and the advent
of the Internet. I have argued that the theoretical framework of digital habitus and religious
social shaping help explain the variance in belief between groups.
For further research, I suggest we study the significance of “Other” faith traditions
since they have almost double the odds of Evangelicals in responding that the Internet has
had a positive effect on their spiritual lives compared with Catholics. In addition, other
health-related effects among the religious should be addressed, such as addiction to devices.
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One of the limitations of this study is the terms Internet and technology seem to be
inextricably linked. I believe it is because of the proximity of related questions in the survey
that the two concepts (Internet and technology) are so strongly correlated. Again, accessing
religious materials online results in 4.7 times the odds of believing technology improves a
respondent’s relationship with God; yet, other uses of technologies such as modern lighting,
presentation software, or amplified musical equipment could be thought of as religiously
“helpful technologies” in some circles. Also, the wording of one of the dependent variables
has limitations. Some religious respondents may find the phrasing “relationship with God”
inappropriate. The wording “technology improved relationship with God” sounds distinctively
Protestant in its formation, whereas something like “technology improved my spiritual wellbeing” might be more appealing to other religious traditions. I suggest altering the language
slightly to accommodate other faith traditions and ask respondents if technology has had
negative effects on their religious and spiritual lives.
This analysis contributes to a body of research that seeks to better understand media
and technology among the religious by connecting their beliefs to historical-cultural trends
using the perspective of habitus. The digitizing of this habitus is global and largely taken-forgranted. Religious groups are becoming more and more inclined to use technology—namely
the Internet—to build their networks and congregations. In short, they are climbing Jacob’s
ladder. Evangelical Protestants are the pacesetters in this regard as their own habitus
perpetuates technological innovation. There are clear implications that Catholics will
continue to remain skeptical of technology’s so-called spiritual benefits, but there may be
continued growth in their social networking online. “Other” religions are very likely to use
the Web to grow their connections. Some traditions, such as Judaism, may see a wider
embrace of technological aids to practice. Contrary to the critics, it seems many religious
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groups see opportunity in technology for heavenly outcomes as opposed to an
uncontrollable monster.
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