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The question concerning technology and religion2 typically
confronts us today when skeptics and enthusiasts debate the reality
and validity of computers’ mediation of theological experience,
when dubious observers denounce the deleterious eﬀects of digital
technology on spirituality, or advocates praise the benefits of
online piety. Some laud, some decry, some embrace, some recoil —
and many raise voices in tumultuous conflict over the eﬀects that
computers have on us (or often “on our children”). Are computers
making us dumber, more globally aware, less religious, more
spiritual?
¶1

1 An earlier version of this essay appeared in Paul Myhre, ed., Introduction to

Religious Studies (Winona, Minnesota: Anselm Academic, 2009) 163-175. Adapted
with permission of the publisher, www.anselm.org. [The version reproduced
here from the Journal of Lutheran Ethics was associated with several responses,
now, alas, disconnected from the article itself.]
2 My essay obviously owes its title and some of its parentage to Heidegger’s “The

Question Concerning Technology” in The Question Concerning Technology and Other
Essays, trans. William Lovitt (New York: Garland, 1977), 3-35; equally obviously,
the tenor of Heidegger’s essay and mine are quite diﬀerent. The allusion to
Heidegger also signals some of what I have learned from conversations with
David Weinberger, whose eminently readable books Small Pieces Loosely Joined
(Cambridge, Mass.: Perseus Publishing, 2002), Everything Is Miscellaneous (New
York: Henry Holy, 2007), and Too Big To Know (New York: Basic Books, 2011) set
out a humane, critical, optimistic vision of the digital future.
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The glaring spotlights of popular attention throw into shadow
the fact that technology has always saturated human religiosity.
Many of the crises that provoke anxiety and exuberance today
demonstrate our unfamiliarity with certain modes of technology and
our comfortable familiarity with other modes, more than they
engage questions about “technology” itself. But homo religiosus lives
at the same address as homo faber.3 The question concerning
technology and religion challenges us to recall and interrogate our
involvement with digital technology in the context of our other
technological dependencies (and aversions), and to proceed
thoughtfully out of a coherent sense of the grounds for our
discernments.4
¶3 The sound assessment of the relation of technology to religion
thus requires a clear sense of the scope of human involvement with
technology. Then we need to consider the particular technological
aﬀordances in question, their benefits and dangers (both
proximate and long-term). We should consider the longue durée of
human dependence on technological capacities to sustain and to
enhance human life, and then to situate current questions about
the role and eﬀects of technology in a context amply informed by
historic, doctrinal, cultural, technical, and even eschatological
¶2

3 And homo ludens and even homo sacer; one cannot aﬀord to extract one deeply-

embedded element of a complex system and expect to be able to understand it
apart from the ways in which it inhabits the system and interacts with other
elements of the system. Many analyses of “the eﬀects of the internet” or “the
eﬀects of computers” neglect other far-reaching changes and determinants of
human behaviour.
4 I do not add “and consequences”, since we have proven so predictably short-

sighted about the consequences of decisions that we favour or discountenance
on other grounds. We lack the wisdom to ascertain which of several predictions,
congenial or unappetising, we ought to reckon most likely.
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considerations. Demagogic posturing will enrich celebrities’ stature
in the public eye, but spiritual, theological, philosophical
deliberation asks more of us than slogans. Particularly in light of
the increasing rates at which technology changes, and as such
changes aﬀect a humanity both knit together and driven apart, in
an increasing array of divergent dimensions, scholars and theorists
and practitioners will find it worth reasoning carefully when
considering the relation of technology and religion.
¶4 In order to get a perspective on the relation of technology to
religion, we ought perhaps to begin by trying to imagine religion5
apart from technology. In this exercise, we imagine a worshipper
apart from walls and edifices, encountering the divine without
mediation by any human products. To complete the worshipper’s
isolation from technology, we will remove not only portable
electronics, eyeglasses, watches and jewelry, but also any
manufactured clothing. We will still not have attained pure
isolation — our worshipper has been immersed in technological
devices all through life — so our hypothetical worshipper must
spend a prolonged interval naked in the wilderness, so as to lose
some of the habits of living in a technologically-defined culture.
After subsisting apart from all constructed devices for several
weeks, shedding as much as possible the influences of reliance on
technology, one might come optimally close to purging the residual
eﬀects of technology from one’s confrontation with God.
5 Contemporary scholarship on the problematic status of the idea of “religion”

complicates the question concerning technology and religion even further, but
this essay will not pursue the sort of issues turned over by works such as Richard
King’s Orientalism and Religion: Post-Colonial Theory, India and “The Mystic
East” (London: Routledge, 1999) or Russell T. McCutcheon’s Manufacturing
Religion: The Discourse on Sui Generis Religion and the Politics of Nostalgia (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1997).
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The alternative extreme comes rather more readily to mind for
most modern readers. Technology-saturated religion might involve,
for instance, participating in an online worship service in an
interactive digital world. Even bodily encounters in face-to-face
physical environments, though, have been determined by
technological circumstances: buildings small or large aﬀord
diﬀerent environments for worship; instruments may enhance
worship with electrically-amplified accompaniment; our personal
accoutrements, even our clothing, surround us with elements
made possible through technological means. The diﬀerences among
a changeable attire of a digital avatar6 and a space suit and a formal
wool suit and a sarong fall along a wide spectrum, but they remain
diﬀerent examples of technological products.
¶6 The relation of religion to technology, then, embraces a great
deal more than the question of whether toons can pray. If modern
people worry over whether digital electronics threaten to corrupt
religious experience, their grandparents worried about the
intrusion of electrical light into sacred spaces, and their greatgrandparents debated the permissibility of musical instruments for
worship. Some ancient haruspices probably fretted over the
distinction between bronze and iron implements for
disemboweling sheep. The tension between technological support
¶5

6 Many applications use the term “avatar” — itself a term drawn from the

discourse of Indian religions — to designate a person’s digital representation in
the digital environment; participants in online environments, especially
massively multiplayer online games, usually prefer the colloquial “toon”, short
for “cartoon” (as in the famous TerryToons animation studio that popularised
Mighty Mouse, the crows Heckle and Jeckle). The term “toon” gained currency
from its use in the film Who Framed Roger Rabbit (dir. Robert Zemeckis,
Touchstone, 1988), wherein it distinguished the race of cartoon characters from
biological humans in a way very similar to the distinction between human
computer users and their digital graphical representatives.
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for religious purposes and technological impediments to religious
practices goes back as far as humanity; the challenges that digital
technology poses to religious thought involve issues continuous
with those that have provoked believers for millennia, and also
new complexities particular to the current technological
environment.7
¶7 Some ancient roots of technological conflicts derive from
religions’ divided minds over the goodness of the material world.
One possible account of technology might characterize it as the
optimization of human creativity and the available materials for
production. Advocates of this perspective might regard technology
as intrinsically neutral, capable of being used for good or evil; or
might regard technology as intrinsically good, as an admirable
exercise of ingenuity. To such a perspective, the evils we might
associate with technology come from outside influences, not from
the products and devices themselves. On the other hand, some
religions tend to regard the material world as mortal and transient
at best, as delusive, a trap for the spirit (σῶμα σῆμα, sôma sêma,
“the body is a tomb,” as the Orphics and their successors
proclaimed). To such an outlook, technology’s beneficent eﬀects
intensify the evilness of all material things by creating the false
impression that material existence isn’t so bad. One preliminary
axis for assessing the relation of religion to technology, then, will
try to draw a division between the pure spiritual realm and the
corrupted material world. Adherents of such a perspective will
7 Brad Kallenberg’s God and Gadgets: Following Jesus in a Technological World (Eugene,

Oregon: Cascade, 2011) gives an extended discussion of opposing perspectives of
the eﬀects of technology on Christian believers. See also Albert Borgmann,
Holding On to Reality: The Nature of Information at the Turn of the Millennium (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1999) and Power Failure: Christianity in the Culture of
Technology (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2003).
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either commit themselves to an ascetic renunciation of technology,
or will endeavor to ascertain a dividing line between tolerable
manifestations of technology (such as clothing, shelter, and food
preparation) and impermissible uses of technology
(entertainment, comfort, self-indulgence). The relation of
technology to religion, in these cases, depends on prior reasoning
about the nature of all human, mortal products.
¶8 This preliminary division of religions into “pro-material” and
“anti-material” camps provides one quick-and-dirty way of sorting
out questions concerning technology. At the same time, it excludes
intermediate options (a world-denying religion might argue that
technology beneficently helps remove us from bodily limitations),
and even extreme examples of world-renouncing religions can
make allowance for some manufactured goods. A clock that enables
a worshipper to observe the five adhans at the correct intervals, for
instance, might be reckoned an acceptable technological advance,
since its eﬀects promote the cause of religiosity. Cell phones enable
the community to conduct its business with the outside world, so
they may be acceptable to some Amish users (as long as they’re
powered by batteries charged by diesel generators or solar panels,
rather than by the municipal power grid)8 — but many modern,
liberal Protestant congregations firmly reject the use of projection
screens or electrically-amplified instruments in worship. Religious
communities discern the positive or negative value of particular
technologies by articulating criteria that assess the device in
8 Donald Kraybill explores the modes of reasoning as Amish groups discern the

role of various technologies in their communities in The Riddle of Amish Culture
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 2001); more recently, see Kevin Kelly’s chapter on
technology and Amish life in What Technology Wants (New York: Viking, 2010),
217-238.
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comparison to the religious community’s sense of its identity (its
charter texts, its defining practices, its goals, and perhaps even its
entrenched habits). Communities will judge particular
technologies diﬀerently depending on the characteristics of the
community and the aspects of the technology that stand out.
While apart from the most ardent of environmentalists who would
regard an automobile as intrinsically spiritually suspect, some
religious communities eschew any device that endangers the bonds
of proximity and neighborliness. That which the car makes possible
(an “aﬀordance,” to use the philosophical term) is mobility, but the
community puts a higher priority on insularity. The car that aﬀords
a last-minute trip to a distant grocery store also aﬀords a vacation
among strangers in a remote exotic destination. The aﬀordance of
convenience would jeopardize the close-knit community that
protects their beliefs from alien influences.
¶9 Not only are technological aﬀordances accompanied by
possibly-unwelcome side eﬀects, but they also tend to conceal
many of the eﬀects that they foreclose. To remain with the
automotive example, the car that makes it possible to rush out for
pizza at a moment’s notice obscures numerous other food vendors
past which you might drive; from the perspective of the trip to the
pizza parlor, the others might as well not be there. The drive to
pizza isolates drivers from the neighbors whose houses they would
have had to walk past. And if they had walked past the house of
neighbors who had just baked a pie, the neighbors might invite
them in (obviating the urgency of getting a pizza and building ties
of friendship and sharing). The aﬀordance of rapid transportation
conceals the eﬀect of cutting riders oﬀ from the environment
around them.
!8
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John T. McCutcheon, “Things Don’t Seem Wonderful If
You’ve Seen Them All Your Life”. Front page of The Salt Lake
Tribune, 9 April, 1912. <pic.twitter.com/7HL8yb83>,
accessed 23 April, 2012.
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Furthermore, the easy availability of pizza tends to bring
“convenience” to the foreground as a desirable quality. Though the
drive burns costly fossil fuels, pollutes the air, and contributes to
global warming, the technology relegates these eﬀects to the
background; a quick drive satisfies the perceived need for pizza now,
but it invests our hunger in the oil drilling and refining industries,
in a machine that generates pollutants of air and water, and
degrades the environment in ways that may destabilize the world’s
climate. Still further, the technology of pizza transportation
conceals the labor of automotive workers, of agricultural field
hands, of freight shippers, and so on. The process of preparing a
pizza from homegrown tomatoes and a home-baked crust involves
a radically diﬀerent set of practices and eﬀects than the process of
buying commercially-prepared pizza; add in the greater likelihood
of someone being injured in an traﬃc accident, and those
diﬀerences very clearly pertain to religious identity and practice.
¶11 Somebody who adheres scrupulously to religious teaching that
the whole living earth is sacred would reject automotive
transportation across the board; it entails the destructive
extraction of minerals and fuel from the ground, generating toxic
industrial byproducts, enabling humans to pollute the air by
making needless excursions. A believer whose faith locates
humanity as the crown and pinnacle of universe might argue to the
contrary, that the costs of mining, fabrication, manufacturing, and
powering automobiles matter much less than the well-being that
automobiles create for human beings. Religions whose tenets
derive from divinely-ordained doctrines would assess automobiles
diﬀerently depending on the extent to which the car reflects their
deities’ will. The same technology can bear many diﬀerent religious
significances, depending on the religion in question (and the
¶10
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extent to which believers are willing to examine their technological
investment on the basis of their professed faith).
¶12 Technology intersects with religion in at least one further way.
As humans grow accustomed to the aﬀordances (and drawbacks)
of particular technologies, they tend to associate that technology
with their own identity. A musician may sense her viola as an
extension of her self; drivers frequently report problems they feel in
their cars, as though the car were a prosthesis for transportation;
and increasingly, computer users vest their hard drives with
custodianship of their knowledge and memory (as “outboard
brains”). In these and countless other ways, the religious self
involves not simply the bio-spiritual person (whose constituents
themselves have been parsed variously into body and mind; body,
soul, and spirit; rupa, vedana, samjna, samskara, and vijnana; and
innumerable other analyses). Technology already constitutes some
portion of the religious believer’s very identity -- and if one judges
by people’s behavior, the technological component can take on
tremendous importance.
¶13 If this seems an artificial inflation of technology into human
identity, consider the case of a patient whose heart functions on
the basis of an implanted pacemaker. Apart from that
technological intervention, the patient would not be alive; is that
vital technology not a part of the person’s identity? A person with
a motor neuron disease, who relies on mechanical devices for
mobility (and perhaps on electronic devices to communicate)
might reasonably sense her self to include the technological
prostheses that enable her to function as eﬀectively as she does.
Such circumstances, where technology has become inseparable
from the capacities that express one’s personhood, complicate any
distinction between an organic and a technological aspect of one’s
!11

The Question Concerning Technology and Religion

personal identity. More common examples of such technologies
include eyeglasses, canes and walkers and wheelchairs,
prescription medications (that are frequently claimed to have the
eﬀect of “making me myself again”). If one acknowledges that
technological appliances constitute a part of the “self” of a person
who needs them to live and to function in the world, at what point
does one disallow them for people who might manage without
them, but who rely on them to support and enhance their organic
selves’ functioning?
¶14 The challenging area where humanity and technology converge
and cross one another provides a reliable topic for popular media.
Science fiction abounds with robots who show greater “humanity”
than nominally “human” characters; Philip K. Dick’s novels Do
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (made into the cult classic film Blade
Runner) and We Can Build You9 meditate on the diﬃculty of
distinguishing human-like technology from mechanical,
disaﬀected humanity. Film and television characters from the
Bionic Woman and Six Million Dollar Man to Inspector Gadget, from the
Jetsons’ maid Rosie to Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Terminator, all
these figures play on their audience’s sense that technological
constructs may display the traits that ordinarily suggest
personhood (and at the same time, that some who appear to be
ordinary, organic people more closely resemble machines). By the
same token — only from the opposite direction — Alan Turing
proposed a simple test to determine when a computer will have
attained what we can plausibly call “intelligence”: if a human being
cannot tell the diﬀerence between a human conversation partner
9 Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? New York: Doubleday, 1968. Blade Runner, dir.

Ridley Scott; Warner Brothers, 1982. We Can Build You, New York: DAW Books,
1972.
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and a programmed computer partner, the computer can be
characterized as “intelligent.”10 Though at this writing no computer
has passed a rigorous Turing test, advocates of computer
intelligence suggest that in a matter of a few years, computers will
be able to approximate human conversation and thinking.
¶15 The Turing test may adequately define a computer as intelligent
(or it may not — not all theorists have accepted this premise11),
but that does not resolve the pertinent religious questions. A
computer might be able to store data, interpret and formulate
responses to verbal stimuli, without sharing qualities that engage
human interaction with spiritual reality; anthropoid robots might
convincingly simulate human behavior without having souls, or
without the capacity to recognize the illusory status of the
phenomenal world. Moreover, religious observers will extend their
evaluation of artificial intelligence to its entanglement with
corporations, military agencies, espionage, and other sponsoring
agencies. The technology of artificial intelligence does not develop
in an abstract realm isolated from political and commercial
interests; rather, artificial intelligence exemplifies the way that
technologies entail complexities and consequences that reach far
beyond their apparent applications.
¶16 On the other hand, as scientists oﬀer more and more
neurological explanations of what had hitherto been experienced
10 Sketched first in A. M. Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intelligence,” Mind

LXI Num. 236 (1950): 433-460, though the Turing Test has come to be understood
somewhat more straightforwardly in the years after “computing Machinery and
Intelligence.” Turing specifically (though awkwardly) addresses “theological”
objections to his thought experiment on 443f.
11 For a helpful survey of the Turing Test, its origins, its implications, and

objections to it, see Saygin, Cicekli, and Akman, “Turing Test: 50 Years Later,”
Minds and Machines 10 (2000): 463–518.
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as the encounter of the human mind with transcendent reality, the
very idea of a reality that transcends human capacities may
evaporate. An apparently intelligent computer that reproduces
electrical impulses identical to those produced by a human subject
who experiences a mystical trance might represent an example of
electronic spirituality. Since it’s not clear how one could adjudicate a
spiritual Turing test, the question of whether a “spiritual
machine”12 would falsify religious claims to describe a spiritual
reality will remain open indefinitely.
¶17 These deliberations take us to the dizzying precipice from
which all sorts of claims about reality come into question. The
chance that technology can produce the eﬀect of a profound
spiritual experience by electrochemical intervention, for instance,
raises the disconcerting implication that religion might be nothing
more than the misinterpreted by-product of physiological,
technological forces. Or — to return to cultural representations of
technology — perhaps all of the reality we perceive might turn out
to be a technological construct, as in The Matrix.13 The worshipper
who strips away all the traces of manufactured human products in
order to attain purity in the wilderness might, in theory, be
plugged into a comprehensive virtual environment (right down to
the digital bacteria).

12 The term echoes the title of optimistic futurist Ray Kurzweil’s

Spiritual Machines (Viking, 1999).

The Age of

13 Dir. Andy Wachowski and Larry Wachowski. Warner Brothers, 1999.
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Far-fetched as such a possibility might seem,14 it raises on a
global scale some of the questions that concern many critics of
technology. Technology’s products, especially the products of
digital technology, strike many observers as unreal. Digital
technology may make it possible for a writer who lives in Scotland
to have frequent, spontaneous, candid conversations with a friend
in Japan, but skeptical colleagues are likely to ask, “Are you real
friends or internet friends?” (or “virtual friends”).15 Though my
Japanese friend and I may have conversed more copiously, more
deeply, and more regularly than my next-door neighbor and I have,
the brute fact of physical proximity renders my relationship with a
neighbor real-er to many observers. The question of what makes an
event, an item, a person or relationship “real” bear particularly
weighty consequences for religious reflection.
¶19 When religious observers call the reality of technology’s eﬀects
into question, they frequently elide several senses of the word. A
technologically-mediated relationship may not be “real” in the
same way that a relationship between two physically-proximate
people is “real” — but some sort of relationship has actually been
established and articulated, even if continents and wires separate
the two agents. My correspondent and I are not strangers to one
another, even if we have not occupied physical space near one
another. An object in a digital environment (let’s say, a hammer) is
real, even if it will not help us pound a physical nail. In this setting,
¶18

14 Nick Bostrom mounts an argument for considering seriously the possibility

that “we are almost certainly living in a computer simulation” in “Are We Living
in a Computer Simulation?” The Philosophical Quarterly Vol. 53, Issue 211 (2003):
161–315.
15 Rob Shields treats the diﬀerence between “real” and “virtual” (and “actual”,

“concrete”, “possible”, and other such categories) in his useful The Virtual
(London: Routledge, 2003).
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the term “unreal” serves as a shorthand expression for “not fully
real,” or “lacking some essential property.” While some critics use
the terms “real” and “unreal” carefully to make points relative to
features that technological constructs possess or lack, others use
them in a question-begging way. They argue that the digital
hammer is not real because it lacks a property essential to
hammers, without making the case that such-and-such a property
should be definitive of real hammers. If one stipulates that
something must have weight, density, and physical extension in
order that it be identified as a real hammer, one has simply
excluded the very possibility of a digital hammer from the outset
— one hasn’t shown that a digital “hammer” lacks reality or
explained why participants in the online environment have no
trouble recognizing and naming the object as a hammer and
manipulating it (within the limitations of the digital medium) as a
hammer. One does not solve the problem of technological reality by
defining it away.
¶20 My relationship with my friend in Japan diﬀers from
relationships based on physical proximity, but it is nonetheless
real; the digitally-represented hammer diﬀers from the hammer in
my toolbox, but it too is nonetheless real. The technologicallymediated instances of “relationship” and “hammer” entail
particular aﬀordances and constraints that distinguish them from
those relationships and hammers to which I have access without
computers and electricity (which have aﬀordances and constraints
of their own). I can communicate freely with my friend in Japan
via digital technology; we can watch each other’s expressions, hear
our voices, interrupt and gesticulate. If we are so inclined, whether
because of sentimental aﬀection or cautious suspicion, we can
record our conversation and play it back later. None of these would
!16
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be possible for us, separated by thousands of miles, apart from
technological mediation. On the other hand, I cannot touch him,
and my seeing and hearing have been limited by the quality of the
cameras, microphones, transmission codecs, and bandwidth on
which our communication depends. I would almost always prefer
to conduct my friendships over steaming hot coﬀee, within handshaking range of my conversation partner. Since we cannot all fit
around one table at the same time, however, and since we have
jobs and families that constrain our possible locations, the
aﬀordance of technologically-mediated community provides
certain very positive alternatives to the limitations of physical
presence.
¶21 That being the case, the pertinent question for religious
reflection shifts from “Are these things real?” to “How does the
diﬀerence of technological mediation aﬀect the religious
significance of these relationships and objects?” This question
allows us to evaluate the aﬀordances to which technology gives
ready access, while encouraging us critically to identify constraints
that inhibit growth in spiritual wisdom. Moreover, this question
opens retrospectively to the deliberations with which religious
thinkers have endorsed or rejected technologies over the millennia.
Thus exercising our capacities to draw out the best, most beneficial
religious aspects of technology, and the most pernicious aspects,
we will be better equipped to arrive at well-reasoned responses to
challenges that religious practice encounters in a technologicallyshaped environment.
¶22 The technological balance of aﬀordances and constraints has
aﬀected religious discourses all along. Whatever the specific
purposes of such monumental structures as the ancient pyramids
and temples, Stonehenge, stupas, or the moai of Rapa Nui, they
!17
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required tremendous labor and technical ingenuity; they provide
evidence for construction technology, and for the dedication of
such constructions to religious purposes. Paul of Tarsus is
remembered for his use of ancient technologies of transcription
and transportation in communicating with the congregations he
addressed, but he was aware that his letters involved constraints
that his physical communication did not (and vice versa), as his
letters preserved in the New Testament make explicit.16 Keeping in
mind the historic persistence of the challenge of discerning the
religiously appropriate uses of technology from the improper uses,
we should consider a few of the salient characteristics of
technology in relation to religious practice and reflection.
¶23 Imagine, for example, a digital environment in which several
toons gather to pray for an hour. While one might prefer that the
users who operate these avatars might meet in a single geographic
location, the premise of an online prayer meeting among toons
seems relatively benign. The participants might, after all, have
dedicated their hour to various destructive, malicious purposes.
They might have squandered the time in trivially wasteful
pastimes. Compared to alternative possibilities, an hour-long
online prayer meeting sounds pretty good.
¶24 On the other hand, everyone involved might have spent that
time in prayer oﬀ-line, saving electricity and obviating the need for
computers to mediate their devotions. They might have chosen to
pray in solitude, or to gather with others who lived within walking
16 Remember also 2 John 12, ‘Although I have much to write to you, I would

rather not use paper and ink; instead I hope to come to you and talk with you
face to face, so that our joy may be complete.’ The Elder prefers physical
presence, but adopts the convenient aﬀordance of pen-and-ink communication
as an adequate substitute for the time being.
!18
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distance. Few, if any, religious teachings require (or even
recommend) that far-flung worshippers join their expressions of
faith by means of telecommunications; while such an endeavor
might please a deity, other expressions might do so even more.17
¶25 If we stick with the premise of an online prayer group,
however, does it matter how the toons are depicted? Some users of
online environments opt to design toons to look roughly as they
themselves look; others deliberately choose toons that diﬀer from
their appearance. Some prefer toons that resemble animals; others
prefer abstract, almost geometric representations. On one hand, it
would seem as though it made little diﬀerence whether each
participant’s toon looked like a human being or like a jumbled pile
of hat boxes. On the other hand, some religious observers might
express concern if a male participant in the group selected a
feminine toon. Very many religious observers would hesitate to
approve a prayer meeting in which humanoid toons participated
without any clothing — although such (lack of) attire would
represent a prerequisite for other traditions. The appearances of
digital representations, then, and their congruence with the users
who control them (and with the premises of the faith they
profess), constitute one set of criteria that might apply to online
interaction.

likelihood that the participants in the online
prayer group would have spent their time positively. St Mary’s Cathedral,
Glasgow, conducts a weekly service of Evening Prayer online every Saturday; it is
unlikely that these congregants would all gather at the Cathedral itself to attend
this service (indeed, it would be unthinkable, since some join in the service from
diﬀerent continents), and one could without disparaging the piety of these
worshippers wonder how many would spend that interval in prayer at all, apart
from the online service.
17 One should moreover consider the

!19

The Question Concerning Technology and Religion

Further, the prayer meeting might attract praise or
denunciation based on the behavior of the toons. It might be
reasonable to propose that their posture and gestures correspond
to the posture and gestures that the users would adopt if they had
all gathered in one place for prayer. The behavior of worshippers
gathered in space, however, has been defined and made customary
on grounds that depend on human anatomy and the eﬀects that
one’s actions have on others. If a squirrel, a pile of hat boxes, three
humans, and an evanescent fog gather online for worship, it might
seem fitting for the humans to remain still, perhaps kneeling18; but
hatboxes and fog banks are ill-equipped to kneel, and it might be
diﬃcult to ascertain which of a squirrel’s positions constitutes the
equivalent of kneeling.
¶27 Perhaps such speculations seem absurd, but to an everincreasing proportion of users, the online environment appeals to
them for its aﬀording the opportunity to adopt a body image
radically diﬀerent from their own physical appearance — whether
that be a matter of trying out a diﬀerent gender, a body without
disability or a body with a particular selected disability, or a nonhuman body. On the internet, everybody can be a dog if they so
choose.
¶26

18 Kneeling for worship, however, has not been uncontroversial in religious

history, having been debated among Catholic Christians from around the time of
the Council of Nicaea (Canon 20 of that Council submits that, for the sake of
harmony in observance, “it seems best to the holy council that prayers be oﬀered
to the Lord standing”) and by some Protestant groups (the “Black Rubric” in the
English Book of Common Prayer permitted kneeling at Communion, against the
wishes of Puritan reformers). Kneeling is atypical of Jewish worship, on the basis
of Lev 26:1 (“Neither shall ye place any figured stone in your land to bow down
upon it: upon it ye may not bow down in your land, but you may prostrate
yourselves on the stones in the Temple,” b. Meg. 22b, the proscription of
prostrations outside the sanctity of the Temple having been extended to
kneeling).
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If we more restrictively suppose that the online gathering has
a very serious religious purpose that intrinsically excludes
participation by atmospheric conditions and millinery containers,
the next question might involve what counts as “prayer” in an
online environment. A human most typically prays in one of three
ways: by speaking, by silently thinking the words that one might
otherwise speak aloud, or by adopting a wordlessly reverent frame
of mind. (One could catalogue numerous other legitimate modes of
prayer, but these stand out as particularly common.) Some digital
environments permit aural communication; these would make a
congenial setting for spoken prayers. Many online environments,
however, do not allow for aural communication. Such settings
aﬀord full opportunity for silent prayer, but if a participant were
the group’s leader, and hence required to communicate with
others, she or he would have to type into a chat window. Typed
chat messages diﬀer, in numerous ways, from audible verbal
communication; online chat permits a much narrower range of
typographic “volume” and “intonation”, for instance.19 Granted
that a prayer spoken by a worship leader diﬀers from a prayer typed
into a chat window, and that many religious bodies expect prayers
manifest heartfelt devotion in some way, one might oﬀer varying
religious evaluations of the extent to which the typed prayer fulfills
the qualities of authentic, acceptable prayer.
¶28

19 One can allow the convention that words typed in all upper-case letters

amount to shouting, and italics or boldface for emphasis; but the specific
nuance of italic versus bold type hasn’t settled into an unambiguous convention
yet. And few if any chat services allow free choice of typefaces, which might add
typographic channels for nuances in tone. Emoticons can designate certain
registers for interpreting chat communication, but most users can deploy them
eﬀectively only within a relatively limited range (few of which bear a manifest
function relative to worship, unless one is invoking rapturous ecstasies of
laughter).
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All these considerations serve as the path that ascends
gradually to a controversial precipice. Thus far, the discussion has
concerned a relatively non-specific “prayer meeting.” Many
religious gatherings, however, involve the purpose of eﬀecting very
particular spiritual conditions. One paradigmatic religious
ceremony is the sacrifice, in which something valuable or otherwise
meaningful is oﬀered as a means of appeasing divine displeasure.
Rites of initiation, of marriage, of communion, all involve a strong
degree of investment in the existential consequences of the ritual
action. So instead of a “prayer meeting,” we might imagine an
online initiation ceremony. Such a ritual’s explicit claim to change
the fundamental identity of the participant brings urgent focus to
the interaction of religion and technology.
¶30 The simplest response to an online initiation ceremony would
relegate it to the status of play-acting, of no more religious
importance than a cinematic wedding has for the actors in the
film. If one compares a film wedding, however, with the edited
video recording of an “actual” wedding, one would have a hard
time identifying the elements that distinguish one from the other.
One can then separate the actors from the bride and groom, and
distinguish the cinematic from the sacramental marriage, by
raising the question of intent, since neither the marital actors nor
the actor playing the role of the religious authority intend actually
to bind themselves to the words they speak, whereas in the
religiously binding marriage, all three (and the congregation)
commit themselves to the premise that the ceremony changes the
nature of the couple’s relationship. The criterion of intent,
however, might apply every bit as much to the online ritual as to an
ancient taurobolium. If the online oﬃciant intends to initiate the
neophyte, and if the neophyte intends to take up the new religious
¶29

!22

The Question Concerning Technology and Religion

identity, the online ceremony would fulfill at least one criterion of
legitimacy.
¶31 Very well, then: assuming, for the purposes of argument, that
the religious oﬃciant has been duly commissioned for the
initiation rite (and that assumption itself would bear further
interrogation, since one might fret about the necessity of making
sure that both the online character and its oﬄine operator be
commissioned; must a toon be commissioned with religious
authority if its operator has been?), and that the oﬃciant types or
speaks the words formally requisite for conducting an initiation,
the weightiest remaining objection to the validity of the online
initiation ritual is that the ceremony lacks the matter of a valid
ritual action. In order to conduct a valid taurobolium, the initiate
must stand under a grate over which a bull is sacrificed, such that
the bull’s blood gushes over the initiate. An online taurobolium
might depict such events, but the extent to which a living creature
has been slaughtered and blood applied to a religious believer
remains in question. Although no physical animal has died or been
drenched in blood, the electronic manifestations of oﬃciant,
initiate, and sacrificial victim all played their roles according to
established formulas. The validity of the online initiation hangs, to
a very great extent, on whether a series of digital gestures can
satisfy the religious expectation of a physical, material interaction.
¶32 The question of concrete materiality thus constitutes one
decisive point of orientation for religious understanding of
technology. If legitimate religious ritual requires a direct physical
interaction among participants and the sacred furnishings, then
online religious rituals have been ruled out from the beginning.
Some traditions will insist on material agency in religious action,
on such grounds as the Christian teaching that the incarnation of
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Jesus entails a divine aﬃrmation of materiality, or the God of
Israel’s characterization of all creation as very good. Thus, the
Roman Catholic Church has ruled that “the incarnational reality of
the sacraments” prevents any mode of sacramental action online.20
Protestant Christian traditions that define liturgical actions and
eﬀects diﬀerently might not see the grounds for rejecting the
possibility of an online observation of the Lord’s Supper. Still other
traditions may allow that non-physical interaction satisfies all the
decisive characteristics of valid religious practice, whether because
the material world stands opposed to everything spiritual, or
perhaps because physical and digital existence are equally illusory.
¶33 The internet aﬀords interaction among digital bodies, but
those bodies lack important qualities of physical bodies: density,
palpable texture, and — especially — depth. Users have become
accustomed to construing digital media as three-dimensional; the
conventional expression “cyberspace” itself implies a spatiality to
digital interaction. The habit of interpreting online communication
as spatial, however, masks the two-dimensionality of the
computer interface. While sophisticated graphic techniques can
generate simulated textures, lighting, and gravitational models, the
screen remains a smooth, flat, field of representation. Screen-based
communication — no matter how advanced — aﬀords its
conveniences at the expense of the dimension of depth that
incalculably enriches human encounters with our physical
environment.

20 Pontifical Council for Social Communications, “The Church and Internet,”

promulgated February 22, 2002; II.5 <http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/
pontifical_councils/pccs/documents/rc_pc_pccs_doc_20020228_churchinternet_en.html>. Accessed 13 April, 2012.
!24

The Question Concerning Technology and Religion

Some critics pursue this line of criticism further, advancing the
claim that the literal flatness of the online environment entails a
concomitant superficiality in online communication. Such
observations gain credibility from the ratio of triviality to
profundity in online discourse; since it has become so very easy for
anyone to publish any whim, opinion, prejudice, or general
nonsense online, the whimsical, opinionated, prejudiced, and
nonsensical pages tend to prevail over the carefully considered,
profound pages (though the extent to which this diﬀerentiates the
Web from a bookstore franchise might be debated). Further, the
pattern of aﬀordance and constraint amplifies this tendency. The
online environment aﬀords instant access to broadcast publication
and to innumerable sources of information, but that “instant”
conceals all the resources that go into developing and sustaining
the internet itself, the physical computer, the operating system
and protocols and browsing software, the costs for disposing of the
waste these processes generate, and the uneven distribution of
access to all the benefits that the net aﬀords. When one compares
the benefit of enabling a superficial ignoramus to post
inconsequential maunderings to all the costs that make such a
publication possible, the internet’s lack of depth seems
undeniable.
¶35 The prospects for digital technology aren’t quite so bleak,
though. The two-dimensional space of online interaction has
features unlike any flat thing that most users have dealt with
before. For one thing, the two dimensions of screenspace are
infinite.21 The screens themselves show only small amounts of
¶34

21 Scott McCloud advances a case for comics artists taking advantage of “the

infinite canvas” in Reinventing Comics (Perennial, 200) 200-241.
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online information at any given time, but the information that one
might display abounds beyond the screen, and it has been growing
at a precipitous rate. Moreover, even if we regard online interaction
as flat rather than spatial, the operation of hyperlinks shift our
screen directly from one page to another without passing through
intervening space or pages. These hyperlinks constitute the flat
environment of the internet as a mode of flatness unlike any other
flatness familiar to users. Moreover, online technology is not flatly
two-dimensional; the internet interacts with time in distinctive
ways. Ordinary discourse takes place in the transient flux of
passing time, but digitally-mediated interaction can always be
recorded and replayed. The internet doesn’t remember absolutely
everything that’s ever happened online, but it remembers a great
deal more than one can readily imagine (as anyone can testify who
has been tripped up by embarrassing details retrieved from web
archives). The moment of an online session passes, but the data
stream endures. One might plausibly argue that the infinite
hyperlinked flatness of online interaction and the availability of
past interactions compensate to a very great degree for the absence
of depth. What the digital environment lacks in the traditional
“third dimension” of depth, it supplies by abounding in other
dimensions.
¶36 These diﬀerent dimensions in digital technology seem
mysterious and unnatural at first, less because of their intrinsic
characteristics than because they have not yet become familiar.
Unfamiliar technologies partake of the arcane, the dangerous, and
the magical — for the very good reason that they are indeed
accessible only to an initiated few, and they can be very risky (even
after they’ve become commonplace, as automobile wrecks show).
Technologies whose workings surpass their users’ understanding
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are, in eﬀect, magical. And since the distinction between magic
and religion is typically contested by various observers, we might
draw this part of the essay to a close by observing that if we
compare people who rely on magic to people who rely on
technology that they don’t understand, we may find unsettling
similarities in their behavior, their explanations for their practices,
their feelings, and the eﬀect of technology or magic or religion on
the rest of their lives. If, as Arthur C. Clarke said, “any suﬃciently
advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,”22 and if
magic and religion interpenetrate one another, then whatever we
mean by “advanced technology” may draw everyone — users and
observers, atheists and believers — into a condition
indistinguishable from something very much like religion.
¶37 Finally, some objections to the incursion of digital technology
into daily life cite the inevitable eﬀects of particular sorts of
technology. The alleged nature or intrinsic qualities of a device
determines certain eﬀects from that device; thus, some theorists
assert that Web searches make us stupid, or social media make us
lonely.23 Such positions have ample precedent in the works of
Marshall McLuhan and Neil Postman, whose work in media theory
advanced the understanding of television’s impact on culture

22 Known as “Clarke’s Third Law”, it appears in a letter from Clarke to the

journal Science, 19 January 1968, p. 255.

23 Nicholas Carr, “Is Google Making Us Stupid?” The Atlantic Monthly 302/1 (2008)

56-63; Stephen Marche, “Is Facebook Making Us Lonely?” The Atlantic Monthly
(May 2012) (<http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/print/2012/05/isfacebook-making-us-lonely/8930/>; accessed 13 June, 2012).
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(among many other insights).24 The prescient accuracy of
McLuhan’s anticipation of many internet phenomena lends force
to a general tendency among some cautious observers; they
presume that one can identify the eﬀects of a given technology,
and on the basis of this prediction issue warnings about what will
surely take place. Although not all media theorists’ predictions
fared as well as did McLuhan’s, and although contemporary media
theorists are not all as brilliant as he, the roster of technological
determinists abounds with writers who show little hesitation in
foretelling the dire consequences of various technologies.
¶38 Dissenting theorists defend the neutrality (or even the
positive benignity) of technological change. They point out that
humans can construct and use devices to suit their interests;
though technologies may bring unanticipated consequences in
their wake, it is the purposes and intentions of tool-users that
make the tools profitable or pernicious. Human agents develop and
deploy technologies as their instruments for specific purposes, but
the technologies themselves bear neither positive nor negative
intrinsic characteristics.
¶39 While cautious theorists (or enthusiastic technological
advocates) may well prove to be right in many ways, anyone who
undertakes to consider the relation of technology to religion should
be careful to distinguish assertions about “what seems likely” from
“what can be shown on the basis of strong evidence.” Anyone can
burble joyous paeans to killer apps and techno-utopias, and
The Gutenberg Galaxy (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1962); Understanding Media (New York: McGraw Hill,
1964); and The Medium and the Light: Reflections on Religion, Eric McLuhan and Jack
Szlarek, eds. (Toronto: Stoddart, 1999). For Postman, see Amusing Ourselves to
Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business (New York: Penguin, 1985) and
Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology (New York: Vintage Books, 1993).
24 For Marshall McLuhan, one might begin with
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anyone can warn that computers will turn ordinary, gregarious,
intelligent users into isolated, passive, web-dependent sloths.
While guns do not make people into killers, and one can always use
a gun (carefully) for hammering nails or shooting holes in wood,
leather, or cloth, it takes relatively little research to establish the
likelihood that handguns will be used for injuring or killing other
living beings more often than for driving nails or perforating fabric.
A handgun doesn’t make it easy to drive nails (when compared to a
hammer), but it does make it much easier to kill someone. Online
media may not make people into solitary desk-chair potatoes, but
one may argue that it makes potatoism much easier — or may
argue, for that matter, that computer technology makes it vastly
easier to be closely connected to numerous people one would never
have encountered another way. When assessing technology with a
view to religion, one ought not simply adopt the claims of gadget
lovers or dystopians, but should attend thoughtfully to the broader
system of aﬀordances, perils, advantages, and costs (and to the
probability that we will not identify those considerations correctly
when we first deploy a particular technology).25
¶40 In summary, the advancing edge of technology in the twentyfirst century precipitates a new generation of problems in the
relation of technology to religion, but each technological transition
from fire and wheels onward has generated religious challenges of
its own. The complexities of pinning digital technology down for
evaluation appropriately reflect the complex field at the
intersection of technological productivity and religious practice.
Religious leaders and students of religion do not have access to a

25 Again, Kallenberg’s

God and Gadgets considers these issues in greater depth.
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simple test for technological legitimacy; whatever ethos they adopt
will inevitably entail complications and frustrations.
¶41 Thus, the soundest approaches to the interaction of technology
and religion will avoid aye-or-nay assessments that paper over
complexities. A congregation whose ethos embraces modernity in
its technological magnificence owes an account of what that
implies about the ecological impact of consumer electronics and
about dependence on fossil fuels for energy and materials. Such a
faith community will have to decide whether they are willing to
write oﬀ potential adherents who can’t aﬀord the latest hard- and
software, or who can’t figure out how to use it, or who object to the
spiritual ramifications of investing so heavily in technological
fashions.
¶42 By the same token, communities that forgo participation owe
an account of what makes some technologies acceptable and
others unacceptable. Why draw the line so as to include electric
light and audio amplification but exclude projecting hymn texts
and illustrative images on overhead screens? If they opt for
preferential solidarity with people outside the charmed circle of
advanced technology, they will want to work out the basis of their
relation, if any, to the increasingly numerous denizens of the
digital environment.
¶43 In cases where religious traditions have not formulated
authoritative rulings (or where those rulings have come under
critical reconsideration), one may look to the relation of
aﬀordances and constraints that a technology produces as a
criterion. A Roman Catholic can approve of the construction of a
physical space that aﬀords the conditions for anonymous
confession of sins and for absolution by an unseen priest who has
been physically separated from the penitent; a Buddhist can
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approve the construction of prayer wheels that multiply a
believer’s repetitions of sacred expressions. One can submit
emailed prayers to be inserted in the Western Wall of Jerusalem’s
temple mount,26 or a devotee can arrange via the Web for pujas be
oﬀered to Meenakshi by temple priests.27 Musical instruments
enhance an auditor’s sense of harmony, and help guide and
reinforce congregational singing. The beneficial spiritual result of
such technologies sanctifies their role in religious practice,
although one might identify constraints that militate against their
acceptance. The organ was unwelcome in churches well into the
second millennium, and some Christian bodies still forbid any
instrumental music in worship; some musical instruments were
associated with licentious occasions, and irregularly-tuned
instruments disrupt congregational music more than they enhance
it. The confessional booth aﬀords the freedom to confess sins
without fear of being identified, but it precludes a confessor’s
visual observation of the penitent for signs of sincerity. Religious
traditions rely on some technologies and repudiate others; they
have always done so, and will presumably continue to do so.
¶44 The question concerning technology and religion, then, should
be refined to address several more specific questions. First, in what
terms does the ethos of a particular religion evaluate the products
of human ingenuity? In other words, a sound religious assessment
of technology will develop in congruence to the religion’s
fundamental attitudes toward material existence and human
achievement. Are material products a snare and delusion? Or, are
26 “Window on the Wall,” <http://www.aish.com/w/note/46615192.html>

(accessed 16 April, 2012).

27 “Online Pooja at Meenakshi Temple,“ <http://www.saranam.com/temple/11/

meenakshi-temple> (accessed 16 April, 2012).
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they a reflection of a distinctive human capacity for constructive
innovation?
¶45 The primary attitude toward technology then confronts
particular technologies in relation to particular tenets of religion.
Does the importance of a penitent’s anonymity warrant
authorizing online sacramental confession and absolution? Does
the importance of a devotee making a pilgrimage warrant allowing
pilgrimage-by-proxy? Circumstance intersects praxis in ways that
sometimes persuades religious leaders to allow unexpected
intrusions of technology, and sometimes provokes them to exclude
disruptive technologies. In each such case, the more general
guidelines for envisioning technology encounter the religious
community’s specific needs, theoretical consistency encounters
practical necessity, and believers reach some accommodation (so
that a tradition that forbids taking animals’ lives may redefine
vegetarianism to accommodate locally-available food sources).
When examined closely, there is no single question of “technology
and religion,” but a myriad of related questions, each inflected
diﬀerently by diﬀerent traditions and diﬀerent applications of
technology. While each religious group will arrive at its own
determination, however, there is none that escapes the necessity of
articulating grounds for its ongoing interaction with technology.
¶46 Finally, both general and particular evaluations of technology
should take into consideration the power of a broader culture’s
influence on the religious tradition. Religious authority sometimes
simply accepts developments from its surrounding culture, and
sometimes pushes back against unwelcome encroachment.
Technological change sometimes aﬀects religion in ways that seem
at first entirely benign, but that entail more ambiguous eﬀects. The
use of electronic amplification, to take one example, has
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profoundly altered the practice of liturgical communication.28
When a religious tradition confronts a particular technological
development, the authorities accede to (or reject) both that
technology and the cultural currents that pushed the technology to
prominence. The meanings of culture, technology, and religion
interweave so pervasively that they defy tidy segregation, but the
rhetoric of religious evaluation sometimes reveals a stronger
reliance on “what everyone knows” or “what we all use” than on
distinctly religious reasoning.
¶47 The hypothetical devotee of this essay’s beginning will try in
vain to eradicate the traces that technology has left on her or his
life, and the enthusiastic cyborg will not escape the persistent
demands and impulses of organic, psychological, and spiritual
existence. While we stand to learn from pioneers who seek
revelatory wisdom at the extreme limits of technological selfdenial as also from bleeding-edge early adopters who plumb the
soul of digital avatars, we may learn more by observing closely the
ways that religious teachers and practitioners negotiate the
complications that lie between these extremes. In reasoning
through the aﬀordances and constraints, the benefits and
drawbacks of particular technologies, believers bring to bear their
sense of what is most important and most decisive in their faith.
¶48 Under these circumstances, the question concerning
technology and religion will depend not on any alleged essence of
technology, nor on unevidenced assertions about what must be the
eﬀects of one or another technology, nor on a particular
assessment of the goodness or reality of non-material dimensions
28 Marshall McLuhan was notoriously critical of the use of microphones in

church; cf. “Liturgy and the microphone,” The Critic 33/1 (1974), 112–117;
reprinted as Chapter 13 in The Medium and the Light, 107-115.
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of human activity, nor on cost-benefit analyses of religious rational
actors. Rather, diverse faith traditions will engage digital
technology with resources cultivated over centuries of encounters
with technological change, recognising that digital technology
presents unfamiliar, but not unprecedented novelties. A community
whose faith draws on deep roots and subtle discriminations should
find little challenge in the advent of digital technology.29
Communities that identify themselves with whiggish, confident
modernity may face more disruptive challenges when devices or
media engender unanticipated consequences; and communities
that reflexively repudiate digital technology in the name of an
allegedly changeless policy will struggle to articulate a consistent
account of their relation to an environment of pervasive, rapidlyescalating dependence on technological aﬀordances. Since human
religious awareness — as indeed human existence — has always
relied on technology of one sort or another, religious traditions
were born into technologically-mediated worlds. They will thus
find in their own history and identity their most profound
guidance for negotiating the oncoming digital transformation.
¶49 Gutenberg’s printing press was once a strange technology; the
world’s religions have reached out to once-unknown lands and
there met unanticipated blessings and pitfalls. The advent of digital
technology oﬀers religions the opportunity to (re-)discover and

Christian Ethics in a
Technological Age (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010) — and Jana Marguerite
Bennett — Aquinas on the Web? Doing Theology in an Internet Age (London: T & T
Clark, 2012) — exemplify this sort of critical discernment.
29 Christian theological ethicists such as Brian Brock —
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(re-)assess their greatest gifts and insights in these unfamiliar new
dimensions to explore with courage, hope, and faith.30
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