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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this dissertation is to further clarify the role of mass media for
evangelicals in negotiating religious identity. This project uses lived religion, cultural
studies, and narrative identity as a framework. Over the course of seven months, I
conducted participant observation in an American Baptist congregation, where I observed
both their religious and media practices. Additionally, I conducted qualitative interviews
with selected key congregants to get a fuller picture of both their media use and their
narrative religious identity. I found that narratives about media and media use led
participants to certain strategies of distancing and/or integrating media with their
religious identity. Various narrative tools, such as maps, symbolic inventories, tropes, and
spiritual anchors, were used by participants to juxtapose media with their religious
practice. By using these tools, participants sought to gain more moral and religious
certainty by using media as both a proxy for self and as a proxy for Others. As moral and
religious uncertainty is a characteristic of modernity, I conclude that there may be
ramifications for larger media use and moral thought.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Mention Harry Potter on an evangelical message board and you are sure to get a
wide and prolific range of impassioned responses. Some responses are what one would
expect from evangelical groups based in a fundamentalist philosophy promoting
separation of the faithful from the world: “Why is Harry potter wrong? Because it's full
of witchcraft sorcerers spells demons and occult symbols throughtout [sic] these movies.
God is not pleased with these abominations that all believers are to separate them self
from [sic]” (KNOWLEDGE BOMB, 2011) But, other responses are more varied, some
dismissing fiction from any real moral meaning and others gaining moral teachings from
the movies, at times, consistent with Christianity: “The things I learn i [sic] that there are
people that like you for your name and people who like you for you. That never lose hope
in fighting evil and good friends are always loyal to you” (Saya, 2011). These discussions
highlight the kinds of discussions evangelicals and other religious people engage in
regularly in our media-saturated world.
Research clearly shows the centrality of mass media, religion, and identity in
modern life to most people in America. The great amount of time we spend with mass
media is well documented. For example, the Institute for Communication Technology
Management estimates that on average we spend consume 15.5 hours of media a day
(Short, 2013). Additionally, the majority of Americans, 92 percent, believe in God or a
universal spirit, with nearly 75 percent claiming a Christian faith (The Pew Forum on
Religion and Public Life, 2012). A more recent survey found a slightly lower number at
72 percent, but it is unclear if some of the unaffiliated in that survey are unaffiliated
Christians (Public Religion Research Institute, 2014). Also, a majority of people reported
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religion “is very important” in their lives (The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life,
2012). Scholars that once predicted the secularization of the Western world due to
modernization, democratization and the Enlightenment have slowly come to realize that
religion not only has not disappeared, but that it has achieved new prominence in
people’s social lives, political beliefs, and identity (Goh, 2006; Habermas, 2005;
Habermas, 2008b; Hoover, 2006; Read & Eagle, 2010; Roof, 1999; Roy, 2011; Turner,
2006). For example, Habermas (2008a) discusses how religion forms a foundational
knowledge after which we form all ideas about value and truth in the world. What
remains unclear, however, is how all these pieces fit together in our daily lives, if at all.
This dissertation hopes to clarify these relationships. Religion is an understudied
topic in media studies. Although the work in this area is growing, it has still not received
its due scientific attention, considering the large role religion plays in many people’s
lives. Religion can form the basis of individuals’ construction of reality and therefore
underlay the assumptions for creating the self. By neglecting religion in the study of mass
media, we may have an incomplete understanding of how mass media and identity fit
together. Religion and the mass media, taken together as a focus, is a relatively new lens
for scholars. By using media studies, scholarship on lived religion, and narrative identity
as my theoretical frameworks, this dissertation will conduct ethnographic research in one
evangelical congregation.
I focus on an evangelical congregation because of the large number of
evangelicals in America, as well as its unique position in American culture and politics.
Evangelicals in this country are understood in very particular ways, which often simplify
the reality. One of the biggest motivations for this research involves a complicating of
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such assumptions. This research is an attempt to move beyond simple stereotypes about
evangelicals and understand what it means to have an evangelical religious identity, as
well as understand the possible role of mass media in creating and maintaining that
identity. This first chapter will give an overview of the current thinking on evangelical
religious identity and on the mass media’s relationship with religion, as well as some
introductory thoughts on the role of narrative in the relationship between religion and
mass media.
Religious Pluralism Versus the God Gap
Religious scholars often think of religion in America in two conflicting ways. In
one version of American religious life, religious practitioners are influenced by the idea
of religious tolerance, implicit in the First Amendment. To these scholars, America is
becoming more religiously pluralistic. This version does not exclude religious conflict,
but it does propose that all this airing of differences leads to encounters with Others
resulting in transformation of those religions. In the other version of American religious
life, we live in an increasingly religiously polarized country, in which the two sides,
usually religious and nonreligious, are not only opposed to the other, but rarely encounter
one another. It is entirely possible that parts of both descriptions are true. However, both
versions also carry different potential consequences for religion and society.
The notion of “religious” becomes increasingly complex as religious life in this
country gets increasingly plural (Eck, 1999). Changes in immigration and encounters
with others in everyday life have increased the number of religions and variety of
religions as well as those religions’ visibility in public life (Eck, 1999). America, in
particular, allows for a society in which we are compelled to be around religious others
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(Putnam & Campbell, 2010). Putnam and Campbell (2010) assert this is the result of the
First Amendment’s prohibition of the federal government of establishing an official
religion. The First Amendment implies a commitment to religious tolerance through the
Establishment Clause, which Habermas (2005; 2008b) notes is a requirement for
democracy. But the question remains whether this implied religious tolerance is one that
is embraced at the individual level. Some evidence does exist to support this: Putnam and
Campbell (2010) found through survey data that religious diversity is repeatedly
indicated by respondents as “good for America.” (p. 520). In polls, Americans indicate
increasingly that all religions are equal and have equal truth-value (Clark, 2003; Roof,
1999) One quarter of Americans regularly or occasionally attend worship services in
faiths other than their own (The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2009). More
and more people over time say “all religions are true,” although it is still a minority of
people, and people in that minority are more likely to be liberal than moderate or
conservative (45.9 percent to 28.3 and 15.9 percent respectively) (Froese & Franzen,
2011). Even Evangelicals, the focus of this dissertation, follow this pattern to some
extent. The Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life found 47 percent of evangelicals
believed “many religions lead to eternal life.” (Touchstone, 2009).
The God Gap
The most direct way religious identity, specifically evangelical and conservative
religious identity, has resurfaced in contemporary American culture is through politics.
Putnam and Campbell (2010) describe a country increasingly divided along religious
lines, a “God gap.” These findings could be a confirmation of older ideas about a “culture
war” in America (Hunter, 1991). Hunter’s central thesis was that due to the exclusivity of
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certain religious knowledge and its foundational nature, Americans have become
increasingly polarized along lines of “the orthodox” versus “the progressive.” The
concept of a culture war has become a popular way of looking at American political and
religious culture since the 1990s. Perpetuated by both the media and leaders on the
political right, the visibility of certain social issues has created the appearance of several
entrenched, immovable groups (Roof, 1999, p. 255). Media are an important force in this
argument. The culture wars argument is superficially supported by the anti-media
crusades of groups such as Focus on the Family, reported by secular news outlets.
“Commentators on religion and public life seize upon these events, exaggerating the gap
between religious liberals and progressives on the one hand and religious conservatives
and reactionaries on the other” (Roof, 1999, p. 257).
On the surface, research seems to confirm that fundamental differences divide
America along religious lines. Individuals who participate in religious behavior also tend
to vote a certain way (conservative), participate in civic activity more, and have a
fundamentally different picture of what religion’s role should be in society (Putnam &
Campbell, 2010). McDaniel, Noorruddin, and Shortle (2011) illustrated how this
difference works by studying views on immigration among evangelicals. In their analysis
of survey data, religious beliefs helped create not only narratives of personal identity, but
national identity. These national identity narratives dictated a fundamentally different
idea of what America should be. Evangelicals were more likely to have negative views of
immigrants because of ideas of America as a Christian nation, in which America is a
“city on a hill,” resulting from a covenant with God. Immigrants, rather than threatening
any self-interest for these evangelicals in terms of jobs or social services, instead
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threatened this idea of America with an Otherness or alternate narrative of America.
Their study illustrates how religious ideas easily become intermixed with political ideas,
such as ideas of nationalism.
Green and Silk (2005) indicate evangelicals may be ideologically important to
one side of the God gap. Groups, such as the Christian Coalition, have politically
organized around the evangelical language of “moral values.”
’Moral’ (as in Moral Majority) has been a shibboleth ever since the religious right
emerged onto the American scene a quarter century ago. And in the 2004 campaign,
the Southern Baptist Convention—largest of the evangelical denominations—created
a website that stated the message in no uncertain terms: ‘What are your core values as
we approach Election Day 2004? Would your list include Jobs? The Economy?
Health-Care? Education? National Security? As important as those issues are, think
about what your core values should be as a follower of Jesus.’ (¶ 28)
Voters that noted “moral values” as the most important issue of the 2004 election tended to
vote for George W. Bush and have evangelical affiliation. As Green and Silk (2005) point out
however, the polls that note this are unclear as to what exactly “moral values” are. Elsewhere,
Green and Silk (2003) note that the God gap is really about religious commitment
(frequency of attendance) rather than affiliation. The “religious right,” evangelicals, and
frequent church attendance are all categories that heavily overlap. However, although
many have touted frequency of attendance as a predictor (Campbell & Putnam, 2010;
Green & Silk, 2003), it is a variable very susceptible to a social desirability bias (Walsh,
1998). And all of these categories are complicated by issues such as affiliation (e.g.,
Catholics who attend frequently vote less Republican, especially minority Catholics) and
region (e.g., Northeastern evangelicals also tend to vote Democrat). “In short, while the
religion gap provides a critical index of recent American voting behavior, the electoral
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impact of religion is not one story but many different stories” (Walsh, 1998, ¶ 34). The
reality is more complex than the culture wars argument suggests.
George W. Bush’s presidential win in the 2004 election was largely attributed to
this God gap (Green, 2005). More recent research questions the consistent alliance of
evangelical/frequency of attendance/religious right (Christian Century, 2008; Roof, 2011;
Sheler, Hsu, & Marek, 2004). In an article on the God gap, Christian Century (2008)
questions whether political conservative evangelicals form a vocal minority, while the
silent majority of evangelicalism is actually quite diverse. Questions of whether a God
gap exists and what it means, however, drives politicians and the media to focus on
religion in politics. Social issues related to religion, regardless of the pressing economic
issues of the time, continue to preoccupy candidates and grab headlines (Wald &
Calhoun-Brown, 2007; Gerson, 2012). As Somashekhar (2012) wrote in the 2012
political cycle, Rick Santorum’s ground swell in the Republican primary came from the
salience of social conservative issues associated with conservative religious beliefs, such
as outlawing abortion and continuing the illegality of gay marriage. “Despite the
country's economic focus, Santorum, a staunch Catholic, rose on a message that centered
on a conservative vision of family. He argued passionately that the nation could not shed
its economic troubles without shoring up heterosexual marriage, ending abortion, and
returning God and religion to the center of public life” (Somashekhar, 2012, p. A07).
Santorum’s unlikely, although ultimately temporary, grab of the headlines highlights the
perennial spotlight thrown on candidates religious beliefs, which may in fact be driven by
its importance to voters.
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Evangelicalism in America
Evangelicalism is a philosophy within Christianity, rather than a denomination,
that believes it is the requirement for Christians to spread the message of God (Bivens,
2008; Marsden, 1991). It is a philosophy that can occur across denominations. Although
it is oftentimes used synonymously with fundamentalism (belief in the literal
interpretation of the Bible) and political conservatism, these other philosophies are
distinct. Evangelicalism can be fundamentalist and/or conservative, and frequently is,
according to Schultze (1996), but does not have to be. As these categories overlap, the
actual number of evangelicals in America is difficult to find, but it is clear they make up a
sizable portion of American culture. Surveys generally find a plurality of Americans are
evangelical (26.3 percent according to the 2008 U.S. Religious Landscape Survey). The
more recent 2014 American Values Survey may have also found a plurality depending on
how you read the numbers. White evangelical protestant was 18 percent, but they did not
break down minority philosophical identification, nor Catholic, and you could arguably
add Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses as self-identifying Christian evangelical, bringing
the number up possibly well above 26 percent (Public Religion Research Institute, 2014).
I will specifically focus on the Baptist tradition, as it also is the most populated tradition
in America. Although research on religious affiliation in America is scarce, various
surveys estimate that Baptists account for one third or more of the Protestants and
anywhere from a little under one sixth to one fifth of the population in America (Gallup,
2014; The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2008, Public Religion Research
Institute, 2014). The largest philosophical affiliation among the Baptists is the
evangelical tradition (roughly 59 percent of Baptists identify as evangelical, which is 11
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percent of the American population). The Southern Baptist Convention is the largest
affiliated religious group in America (roughly 7 percent of the entire population, 13
percent of Protestants).
Evangelicalism has been called “America’s folk religion” (Bivens, 2008). The
strand of Christianity has roots in seventeenth Pietism and Puritanism (Bivens, 2008;
Howe, 2007). Pietism, in particular, emphasizes the immediacy of God (Bivens, 2008).
The movement spread in the eighteenth century when itinerant preachers fanned out
across the country spreading a particularly emotional religious message. This movement
was called the First Great Awakening (Bivens, 2008).
Using the tropes of freedom and liberty initially popularized by the Dutch Pietists
and an emotional emphasis indebted to the English Methodists, these itinerants
described an individual encounter with the Holy Spirit that would lead to a “bornagain” experience, where one realizes that one is a sinner, that one is absolutely
dependent on God, and that Christ atoned for humanity’s sinful nature. This
idiom’s popularity was fueled by its injunction to save souls and its “protest
against the deficient morality, intransigent ecclesiastical establishments and
worldly elites.” (Bivens, 2008, p. 280)

The First Great Awakening foregrounds a recurring theme of deemphasizing church
structure and emphasizing personal experience, which some scholars see expressed in the
American Revolution (Rose, 1988).
After the American Revolution, the nineteenth century saw an even larger spread
of evangelicalism through a new generation of preachers in the Second Great Awakening
(Bivens, 2008). Marsden (1991) calls this the “gilded age” of evangelicalism, “when
evangelicalism reigned” during the first half of the nineteenth century (pp. 9-11).
“Though religion in America was voluntary, a Protestant version of the medieval ideal of
‘Christendom’ still prevailed” (p. 10). This movement, the Second Great Awakening,
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continued preaching themes of God’s ultimate authority against a mistrust of human
institutions along with emotional and individualized religious practice (Bivens, 2008).
Howe (2007) asserts it was evangelical leaders’ ability to engage all types of people,
rather than just elites, that gave the movement a lasting political and social influence (p.
169). This movement included a reaching out to populations ignored by previous
religious movements, such as women (Rose, 1988). It is during this period that
differences between political conservative and liberal evangelicals became clearer
(Bivens, 2008). Urbanization and the institutionalization of science teaching in schools
also began to threaten church authority (Marsden, 1991). Moving into the Civil War
period, a regional split between North and South marked an affiliation divide that
continues today, for example, between the Southern Baptist Convention and the
American Baptist Association (Bridgers, 2006; Howe, 2007). Although the debate over
slavery was a major cause of this divide, other issues exasperated the spilt, such as the
allocation of missionary money and the Landmark movement, which was a movement
that advocated that the Baptist church was the only true church (Bridgers, 2006; Howe,
2007).
The next big influence for evangelicalism and fundamentalism emerged from a
variety of historical events in the early twentieth century (Bivens, 2008; Marsden, 1991).
One of the biggest impetuses was the end of World War I, after which a period of
bitterness of a particular demographic of white Protestant persisted (Marsden, 1991).
Many conservative, Southern evangelicals aligned themselves with the fundamentalist
movement. But it was the Scopes “Monkey Trial” in 1925 that was the defining moment
for the movement in the modern era (Bivens, 2008; Crapanzano, 2000; Marsden, 1991).
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Although the court ruled against Scopes’s teaching of evolution, evangelicals lost the
larger public relations battle, in which they were treated in the press as backward and
fringe (Bivens; 2008; Marsden, 1991; Walton, 2009). Many, particularly conservative,
evangelicals withdrew from public life after that incident (Bivens, 2008; Marsden, 1991;
Walton, 2009). “After 1925 fundamentalists had difficulty gaining national attention
except when some of their movement were involved in extreme or bizarre efforts”
(Marsden, 1991, p. 60). But with the advent of the electronic mass media and their
exclusion from early ecumenical efforts to put religion on television in the 1950s,
evangelicals cultivated the principles of marketing and entertainment efforts. Perhaps
because of necessity, some evangelicals became more media savvy than their
counterparts in Catholicism, mainline Protestantism and Judaism (Marsden, 1991;
Walton, 2009). Evangelical leaders, such as Billy Graham, Oral Roberts, and Pat
Robertson, reached out via mass media starting with radio in the 1930s and transitioning
to television throughout the ‘50s and ‘60s. Through these mass media efforts high-profile
evangelists created a more unified message, eventually leading to the political emergence
in the 1970s, with the first evangelical president, Jimmy Carter, and the creation of
political organizations such as the Moral Majority in 1979 (Crapanzano, 2000; Marsden,
1991; Walton, 2009). The visibility of evangelicals in the media continued through the
end of the twentieth century, but the conflation of evangelicalism with conservative
politics has caused a new generation of evangelicals to openly question such visibility.
There are ongoing conversations about what exactly should be evangelicalism’s place in
public life and in the media (Tippett, 2008). Such conversations illustrate the distance
between evangelical leaders and the experience of evangelicals in the pew.
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Understanding evangelicalism, then, requires not just an examination of macroinstitutional perspectives, but the everyday experience of evangelicals.
Lived Religion
Increasingly, religion scholars have turned from the examination of institutions
and doctrine to how religion is experienced by the faithful (Hall, 1997; Roof, 1999). This
new focus has lead to an understanding that religion cannot be defined anymore by
categories dictated by religious affiliation (Bass, 2012; Roof, 1999). The reality is more
complex. Defining what religion is to believers and in society is a moving target.
[R]eligious traditions such as Christianity, Buddhism, and Islam are dynamic,
more like rivers than structures, constantly negotiating the terms and directions of
change. They are also highly multivocal, more like long historical arguments
reconfigured around the issues of each generation than like dogmas passed along
in a box from one generation to the next. (Eck, 1999, p. 5)

Practitioners piece together individualized practices and beliefs from a variety of cultural
resources, including religious institutions and popular sources (Roof, 1999). The common
metaphor for religion is that of a bricoleur, where practitioners “cobble together a
religious world from available images, symbols, moral codes, and doctrines, thereby
exercising considerable agency in defining and shaping what is considered to be
religiously meaningful” (Roof, 1999, p. 75). This description is what scholars call “lived
religion.” This dissertation plans to further explain lived religion and use the definition
and characteristics developed to analyze the intersection and mutual influence between
mass media and religion. The characteristics of lived religion, which will be identified
through the literature, can directly explain this relationship. This research will
demonstrate this relationship by seeing how these characteristics work in practice.
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Evangelicals clearly show evidence of lived religion. For example, Moore
(2009) studied a church that used a screening of The Da Vinci Code to explore their
religious beliefs. In the pastor’s discussion, there was a blurring of fiction and non-fiction
in a way that is consistent with the blurring of boundaries in lived religion. Moore notes
that while this practice can lead to reframing secular symbols in a religious light, it also
opens Christianity up to challenges from popular culture and science. Elsewhere, Moore
(2010) found popular culture used as a reference point and tool for religious selfdescription and exploration. Her discovery of popular culture as the common language
even within a religious culture speaks to the power of popular culture and its ability to
connect people. Both these studies are snapshots of the influence of individual media
texts and issues within a religious community. This research hopes to build on these
findings by exploring evangelicals media lives through immersion in their community.
Instead of examining specific media texts, this research discovers which texts are
relevant, and instead of examining one class, this research triangulates how media is
weaved through multiple points of religious practice.
Any religious group or individual, including evangelicals, do not operate in a
vacuum, untouched by the surrounding environment. One of the defining characteristics
of our current environment is the juxtaposition of systems of thought, practice, and
symbols from disparate origins (Giddens, 1991). This study is interested in clarifying
how these systems are intermixed, particularly with mass media or secular popular
culture. Traditional symbols of Christianity find their way into our popular culture and
vice versa, at times obscuring their origin (Roof, 1999). The scriptural phrase “to whom
much is given, much is required” (Luke 12:48, Oxford Annotated Bible) was borrowed
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by President Obama to sell economic policies to the public (MacCauley, 2012) and can
be detected in the motto of Spiderman, “with great power comes great responsibility.”
The sentiment becomes part of our cultural knowledge, circulated by religious and
secular alike. Understanding how this process of intermixing and circulation works is not
just important to religious culture, but larger cultures as well.
Evangelicals and the Mass Media
Discussions of religion increasingly happen against the backdrop of an
unprecedentedly mediated environment (Hoover, 2006; Moore, 2009). “We live in a
media age. By this we mean that media introduce and establish certain conditions for how
we perceive and even experience life, beginning with such fundamentals as how we
perceive the dimensions of time and space” (Hoover & Emerich, 2011, p. 2). It has
become increasingly impossible for those who want a strong boundary between religion
and secular mass media to establish it. Hoover found that for even audiences that take a
moral stand against mass media, the media formed a “cultural center,” in which
individuals felt they must participate to be a part of society (Hoover, 2006; 2008). “For
audiences, it is important on some level to be able to be a part of a common conversation
about these things, and there are important cultural currencies that attach to the ability to
be conversant in the common culture” (Hoover, 2008, p. 41). Despite popular media
representing values that are at times outside what evangelicals themselves espouse,
evangelicals take participation with media for granted, as a given of modern society and
often participate to relate to the larger world.
Media, in the broad sense of the word (i.e., things that mediate or intervening
substances), have long been held by religion scholars as the only way religion can be
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experienced, meaning there is not direct experience of God or religion except through
symbol, institution, or even human perception (Orsi, 2005, p. 168; Ricoeur, 1995). But,
as the electronic mass media are so powerful in our culture, they have taken a unique role
in the relationship between the sacred and the earthly. Media and religion are both
systems: they are sets of institutions, practices, and symbols. Some scholars theorize
these systems serve similar societal functions, such as a source of information or social
authority (Hoover, 2006; Roof, 1999), cultural storyteller and mythmaking, a liminal
space for experiencing the sacred (Roof, 1999; Schultze, 2003), ideological state
apparatuses (Althusser, 1970/1989), or Durkheimian “communities of interpretation”
through which society is solidified (Habermas, 2008b; Hoover, 2006; Roof, 1999). Clark
(2003) found in her qualitative interviewing of teenagers that mass media were used to
explore questions of life and death, as was religion. Furthermore, mass media produced
by religious groups, particularly for evangelicals, have been found to partially direct
religious movements and attitudes (Alsdurf, 2010; Modern, 2008). For example, Alsdurf
(2010) shows how the publication Christianity Today became a forum for evangelicals to
create a dominant definition of what evangelicalism means. Furthermore, Christianity
Today foreshadowed the political relevance of evangelicalism and provided ideological
guidance through creating a set of ideas for evangelicals to use politically. Both mass
media content and media as a delivery device have been found to have influence on
people’s religious lives.
Most people would imagine any conservative religious position towards secular
media would be oppositional because of various conservative religious groups’, such as
Focus on the Family’s, high profile crusades against various media representations (Roof,
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1999), but research shows a more complicated relationship. Clark (2003) proposes that
most of our popular notions about evil can be traced to the ideology of evangelicalism
(see also Bivens, 2008). As will be discussed in chapter two, much of the symbolic
language we use to represent evil in our popular culture, from earlier horror movies such
as Rosemary’s Baby and The Exorcist to later television, such as Supernatural, and video
games, such as Diablo III, speak with a Christian vocabulary, specifically a vocabulary
that stresses the “end of days” and holy war themes prevalent in evangelical Christianity
(Bivens, 2008; Clark, 2003).
Hoover (2006) noted that evangelicals were more oriented toward secular media
than other traditions (p. 150). In his study, Hoover interviewed religious people across
religious affiliations. He consistently found that they cared about values in the abstract,
but it did not influence their own television viewing. This finding means that although
evangelicals want television to reflect “good Christian values,” they have no problem
watching some of the same shows that have been criticized for not having “good
Christian values.” For example, one evangelical family from his study, the Callahans,
pointed to ER as a show they watch despite a secular humanist message: “Instead, they
view it, and could be argued to therefore participate in a generalized American cultural
experience of a rather fundamental kind” (p. 163). The Disney boycott by the Southern
Baptist Convention over a decade ago provides a good corollary to this idea. While many
families felt betrayed by Disney and were concerned with the values it was promoting
(health care benefits for gay partners of employees), many participated in the boycott
only on a case-by-case basis, seeing the boycott as an option rather than requirement for
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their faith (Warren, 2001). Many parents felt powerless against the popularity of
Disney and the lack of what they perceived as good family programming elsewhere.
Secular media at times impart religious meanings to viewers through resonance or
the repetition of religious symbols and ideology. Beyond the obviously religiouslythemed fare of both religious television and popular programs, such as Touched by an
Angel and Seventh Heaven, Hoover (2006) found media news events, such as 9/11, and
mainstream popular programs had an influence on religious thinking and identity. While
the literature in this area often discusses both representation of religion in the news as
well as religious themes in the news, there is an absence of research on how people
receive these messages. This research also seeks to correct that. As we will see in this
research, media events such as the George Zimmerman trial and the conflict in Syria are
often used as morality plays through which people grapple with their religious thoughts
and their congruence or incongruence with reality and their day-to-day lives. Additionally
in Hoover’s (2006) research, various informants received religious meaning from movies,
such as The Terminator, or televisions shows, such as Star Trek. “The media are
successful because they invoke and trade on tropes, values, symbols, and ideas that are
salient in our culture” (Hoover, 2006, p. 142). This finding has reappeared in other
scholars’ studies of “small groups” in evangelical congregations, when secular media as
far afield as the pornography Debbie Does Dallas and the television show Alias are
referenced in explaining faith (Moore, 2010). Moore (2010) conducted ethnographic
participant observations with such groups and found popular culture used as the language
through which evangelicals connected and understood one another. In one case, when a
group was trying to form a conception of God, it was a fictional figure, Gandalf from
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Lord of the Rings, that was evoked: “it is also possible that Dan may have been trying
to find a way to respond to Kay’s comment about different ways to conceive of God’s
physical manifestation, showing her through the common ‘language’ of mainstream
media that he understood what her (perhaps more conventional) perception of God might
be like and how it might resemble his own” (p. 104). A similar example occurred in a
Bible study group in Elisha’s (2011) ethnography of evangelical megachurches, where
the movie The Matrix was used as a way to illustrate the difference between a “virtual”
secular world that hides religious truth (p. 146). These examples also illustrate the
intertwining of religion and mass media in lived religion.
Hoover and Moore’s studies provide several possible conceptual frameworks for
how the mass media influence religious identity. The first framework involves the
amount of social and symbolic power the mass media have in creating reality. Mass
media create a dominant representation of the world through repetition and cultural
salience, with which we negotiate our own versions of reality. This conceptual
framework is heavily informed by cultural studies and ritual theory in its focus on how
people consume and interpret media. The second framework involves the mass media as
a context within and against which people experience their religious identity. This
conceptual framework involves ideas of lived religion where individuals use cultural
tools within a circulation of discourses. These conceptual frameworks are not mutually
exclusive. In fact, they overlap in a multiplicity of ways, which will be discussed in
chapter two. The faithful in this country, as with everyone, are compelled to evaluate,
interpret, and perhaps negotiate with messages and symbols that proliferate through the
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media on the grounds of religious ideas, issues of reality, and sometimes
representations of religious identity.
Narrative Religious Identity
Religious identity is a self-understanding that references religious ideology,
symbols, and practices. Formation and maintenance of identity is one of the processes to
which both mass media and organized religion contribute (Giddens, 1991; Goh, 2006;
Good & Willoughby, 2007; Hoover, 2006; King 2003). For example, religion is a deep
subconscious narrative that organizes our experiences (Goh, 2006). Religion is also an
ideological context against which people create basic assumptions about the world and
themselves (Good & Willoughby, 2007; King, 2003). Both mass media and religion
allow for the understanding of self within an individualized context as well as an
understanding within a larger social context (Hoover, 2006; King, 2003). Mass media and
religion are individualized practices that take place with resources that are social,
broadcasted, and mass-distributed. Any practices are also socially-directed. Thus, the
symbols and practices in mass media and religion allow for definition, reflection, and
maintenance of one’s place in larger society.
Religious identity in former times was often simplified into religious affiliation,
such as denomination. But, as evident from the ways religion is discussed above, this has
limited use in explaining how religion is experienced by the individual. Many aspects of
religious life, belief, behavior, and affiliation are in contradiction (Read & Eagle, 2011).
Assuming these aspects to necessarily be congruent or predictive of one another leads
researchers to what Chaves (2010) called the religious congruence fallacy. “This fallacy
occurs when we assume that religious beliefs are highly correlated with specific
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behaviors and that they correspond in logical, predictable, and mutually reinforcing
ways, when in fact they do not” (Read & Eagle, 2011). One of the reasons congruency
does not exist is because of the multiple contexts and influences already discussed. Read
and Eagle (2011) propose that religion must never be examined alone, but against other
identity categories. Their study found that there were correlations for belief using race
and gender as a variable across religious affiliations. For example, regardless of religion,
black women are more likely to believe in having a personal relationship with God and
Biblical literalism. Church attendance as an indicator of conservative voting behavior
also correlates less with people who are not white and male. Much of the arguing about
what the God gap is and whether or not it exists, which I discussed above, relates to
problems of religious congruency. By a subject stating they are evangelical, very little
can be assumed about their behavior, beliefs or other characteristics without also
examining gender, geographic location, ethnicity, economics and other factors.
The relationship of identity to religion is largely colored by the current context in
which we form our identity. Giddens (1991) describes how modernity separates
institutions from contexts leading to a destabilization of those institutions and desire for a
reflexive self. “The reflexive project of the self, which consists in the sustaining coherent,
yet continuously revised, biographical narratives, takes place in the context of multiple
choice as filtered through abstract systems” (Giddens, 1991, p. 5). The changeability of
institutions in modernity and the centrality of doubt draws people to seek certitude about
the self. The unmooring of institutions is precisely what is expressed in the mixing of
secular and sacred listed above. Many studies of religious identity, particularly religious
self-narrative, involve the complexity of this mixing and ways people use a variety of
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sources to create a coherent (or sometimes incoherent) narrative (e.g., Bhatia, 2012).
These studies often discuss specific practices or narrative identity themes in a particular
religion, but seldom comment on the process of narrative creation. This study connects
processes of identity formation and maintenance to religious and media practices. In
order to accomplish this task, I use specific concepts from several researchers (Holstein
& Gubrium, 2000; Hoover, 2006; Perinbanayagam, 2000, Swidler, 1986) to examine
participants’ processes of identity formation and maintenance, with a key place for mass
media in the process. Although researchers such as Hoover (2006) and Moore (2009;
2010) have examined the topic of religion and mass media before and developed some
themes, both theorists focus more on mass media at the expense of some of the religious
context, for which an ethnographic method corrects. Although, Hoover (2006) and Clark
(2003) have developed some useful concepts here, they have not been retested and have
been applied broadly to religion in general and not specifically to evangelicals, paying
attention to the specific theological context. And though some researchers, such as Elisha
(2008) have started to apply the concept of lived religion to evangelicals, mass media
have not been examined in this context. This research seeks to fill a hole in the literature
of both lived religion and religion and mass media left by discussing narrative identity in
the abstract without examining specific narrative tools of the subject and connecting
those to lived religion and mass media sources.
This dissertation is an attempt to clarify the role mass media in people’s religious
lives. In the following chapter, I will define lived religion, address mass media’s place in
culture and its possible role in religion, and outline the necessary concepts within
narrative identity for this study. At the end of chapter two, I pose six research questions
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for this current study. The third chapter outlines the method of this study. Chapter four,
five, and six discuss my findings from investigating the questions in one evangelical
congregation. In chapter four, I first discuss participants’ narratives about media, which
are foundational to their narratives with media. Chapter five discusses narratives that
participants use to create and maintain their religious identity that seek to maintain a
boundary between media and religion, while chapter six discusses narratives that dissolve
that boundary. The conclusion in chapter seven discusses possible larger implications for
the narratives discovered in the previous chapters.
This dissertation contributes to both religious studies literature and mass
communication literature by providing insights into mass media’s key role in religious
identity. Much of previous research in this area is either speculative or lacks a specific
religious context. By immersing myself within a religious community, I both find
concrete places where mass media and religion intersect and provide the appropriate
context to interpret those places of intersection. I hope this research will also provide a
guide to future studies in this area by proposing fruitful avenues for future research into
religious identity and encouraging methodological solutions for studying complex, multifaceted, and interdisciplinary topics such as the intersection between religion and mass
media.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
This dissertation uses theoretical frameworks from three different areas: lived
religion from religious studies, theories about symbol and practice from cultural studies
and narrative identity from sociology and social linguistics. This chapter will define and
deconstruct the concept of lived religion, use cultural studies to develop important
concepts in religion and mass media, and clarify the concept of narrative identity in
relation to the intersection of religion and mass media.
Lived Religion
“Lived religion” is the term used by religious studies scholars that describes
“religion-in-practice” or religion as it is experienced by individual practitioners in
everyday life. Historians of religion call this popular religion, and theorize it as a space of
autonomy and possibility for relatively disenfranchised lay people (Hall, 1997). The field
of anthropology is influential in the conceptualization of lived religion. One common
definition of religion used in lived religion studies comes from anthropologist Clifford
Geertz (1973/2000): “a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive,
and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general
order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the
moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic” (p. 90). Within this definition, lie many
of the characteristics we will unpack in this chapter. This definition of religion
emphasizes symbols, power (and hegemony), affective and cognitive processes, and the
construction of reality. The importance of symbol is emphasized in Geertz’ definition,
which is also important to mass media. “Geertz’ most lasting contribution for our
purposes in thinking of the nexus of religion and the media comes through his emphasis
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on the symbol as the materially and publically available means of discerning thinking
and the workings of mind” (Zito, 2008, p. 73). From this starting point, we begin to see a
symbolic connection between religion, mass media and the individual. Mass media and
religion can provide individuals with publicly available symbolic tools to mediate
between the mind and social context. Lived religion goes beyond speculation about these
uses and similarities to show how these symbols are used in practice.
Through the influence of anthropology, lived religion also gains an emphasis on
the local. “Lived religion shifts the focus to the local, a local that is increasingly transient.
Integration happens temporarily and at the instigation of individuals and families, and
even occasionally local congregations, but is spectacularly resistant to hierarchical
control” (Sullivan, 2005, p. 140). Primiano (1995) used the term “vernacular religion” to
discuss how lived religion expresses both something influenced by its geographic
specifics and as a personal, private expression. “Within the human context, manifold
factors influence the individual believer, such as physical and psychological
predispositions, the natural environment, family, community affiliations, religious
institutions, the socialization process, tradition, education and literacy, communication
media, as well as political and economic conditions” (Primaino, 1995, p. 44). Primiano’s
comment illustrates the complexity and range of social forces that are present in lived
religion, which we will see below as the circulation of multiple discourses.
The definition of lived religion, however, may veer from abstract conceptions of
“discourses” and “social forces” to the concrete experiences of people. Orsi (2005)
defines lived religion as a “network of relationships between heaven and earth” (p. 2).
Thinking about religion, not in terms of institutions and beliefs, but in terms of
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relationships creates a much more complex picture. Religion-as-relationship implies a
different set of cognitive and affective schema than identification with religious
affiliation. While identification with a religious affiliation may have implications at the
level of commitments to family tradition or history, a relationship implies that the
commitment lives in the present; relationship implies immediacy, driven by either deep
emotion, cognitive recognition of interest, or situational entanglement. Relationship
implies an individualized involvement with the divine outside institutions. This
conceptualization of religion-as-relationship can be found in lived religion literature.
Bhatia (2012) in his study of Muslim and Catholic women in Italy found women in both
religions felt a personal relationship with God. “This private relationship allows them to
subvert the power of god, decentralize the power of the sacred, and erase the absolute
orthodoxy of the church” (Bhatia, 2012, p. 67). Here, again, we see recurring themes of
subversion of institutions and individualized meanings. The focus on concrete everyday
experiences with what they interpret as the divine allows for a distancing from
institutions and larger cultural forces through individualized practice that these women
both create and interpret outside official religious sources.
Often a focus on “lived religion” also involves a shift from discussing “religion”
to discussing “spirituality” (Bass, 2012; Hoover & Emerich, 2011; Roof, 1999). Although
the two terms seem to be linked for many people (Gall, Malette & Guirguis-Younger,
2011; Hodge & McGrew, 2006; Zinnbauer et al., 1997), religion and spirituality have
consistently been found in surveys to refer to distinctive concepts for practitioners (Roof,
1999, p. 344, fn 46; Zinnbauer et al., 1997). The definition of spirituality sometimes
includes a wide range of phenomena and concepts. Chiu et al. (2004) performed an
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analysis on the existing literature on spirituality to create a conceptual definition. They
found it centered around four themes: existential reality (including experiences,
meaning/purpose in life, and hope), connectedness/relationships, transcendence, and
power/force/energy. Dominant words associated with spirituality are “human,”
“individual,” and “self” (Chiu et al., 2004). Spirituality fulfills a linguistic need to
separate the individual religious practice and feeling from the communal institutional
identity indicated by the word religion. This need can be detected in the change over the
past ten years of the increasing number of people calling themselves “both spiritual and
religious” from 6 percent in 1999 to 48 percent in 2009 (Bass, 2012). This change was
accompanied by a decline in the number of people identifying as “religious only” from 54
percent to 9 percent.
Along with the definition of lived religion by Orsi (2005) discussed above (sets of
relationships), multiple scholars have given definitions of lived religion. Most describe
lived religion as the way in which religion is experienced in everyday life (Roof, 1999, p.
41; Winston, 2009, p. 5). However, for the purposes of this study, a more precise
definition is needed to analyze lived religion in terms of identity. With this in mind and
considering all the influences above, I suggest the following definition for lived religion:
The constantly changing sets of beliefs, symbols, and experiences given transcendent or
sacred meaning by individuals, influenced by the present intersection of multiple
discourses (such as tradition, local culture, material circumstances, etc.).
Characteristics of Lived Religion
Having defined lived religion as a concept, it is now useful to break down some of
the important elements of lived religion. The characteristics outlined in this section,
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which have surfaced repeatedly in the literature, will influence any discussion of
narrative identity. In many cases, the characteristics below (dissolving boundaries,
symbols, practice, and interpersonal relationships) produce oppositions that must be
resolved to create and maintain religious identity.
Dissolving Boundaries
One of the key characteristics of lived religion is that it dissolves the boundary
between what is traditionally religious and not religious. This boundary is also sometimes
referred to as the boundary between the sacred and the profane (Durkheim, 1912/2008;
Orsi, 1997), the transcendent and the imminent (Orsi, 1997) or heaven and earth (Orsi,
2005). This means religious people frequently use the everyday to both experience and
express religion, perhaps being moved religiously by the kindness of strangers helping
with car trouble or using a sporting event as an opportunity to pray.
Religious life is informed by economic, political, and historical circumstances.
“Lived religion cannot be separated from other practices of everyday life, from the ways
that humans do other necessary and important things, or from other cultural structures
and discourses (legal, political, medical, and so on)” (Orsi, 2003, p. 172). Thus, when the
local culture of a place involves the mixing and combining of different cultures, such as
the United States, symbols and practices come together regardless of the theology of
particular religions (Albera, 2008).
This type of boundary dissolution also serves to make religion continually
relevant in a changing society. As Orsi (2005), points out, this dissolving of boundaries
performs important work of “making the invisible visible, of concretizing the order of the
universe” (pp. 73-74). This characteristic of concretizing the abstract makes religion
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relevant and useful to people. As official religious doctrine often lies in philosophy or
a mythology that occurs in a historical context, the application of doctrine or philosophy
into something that happens everyday, such as a daily commute or consuming media,
gives people a practical guide for coping, understanding and living life. Religion as a
foundational form of knowledge helps construct the world (Orsi, 1997). “Religious
cultures function as one of the primary mediators between historical circumstance an
individual experience” (Orsi, 2005, p. 169). This mediation means that religion provides
a method to create meaning through time, in other words for what has happened in the
past to what is happening now to what may happen in the future. Jeldtoft (2011) found
this mediation in her study of Muslims. She found that being Muslim was not just about
official Islam, but about making sense of the world. The most basic assumptions about
the world occur in religious practice and thus the construction of identity is based on
many of these assumptions. Lived religion is even more relevant because of its ability to
connect to everyday life and experience.
Practice
Roof (1999) proposed the basic components of lived religion are scripts,
practices, and agency. Each part of this tripartite structure can be unpacked further with
their unique contribution to the lived religion. Practice is the most important constituent
of lived religion (Hall, 1997). Practices for lived religion include both the types of acts
encourage by religious authorities, such as prayer and meditation, and acts that have
religious significance for the individual, such as helping others or witnessing. Different
religions, and even congregations, have different emphases on practice in general and
different individual practices. Practices for Protestants have typically and historically
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been less emphasized having derived from the Protestant Reformation and the idea that
salvation comes from faith alone. However, practice continues to be important in
individuals’ lived religion. Ammerman (1997) even found within an Episcopal
congregation a “tremendous room for individual variation in practice and style and an
expectation that people's lives are full of institutional entanglements beyond the parish”
(p. 206). Practice was not restricted to religious sites. “Practices of religious discernment
may take place in the boardroom. Practices of religious charity may take place at
WalMart. Practices of religious solidarity may happen in the ladies room, and practices
invoking transcendence may happen on the subway” (p. 211). Practice is where much of
the “making invisible visible” occurs in religion. Primiano (1995) discusses practice in
terms of verbal, behavioral, and material expression, which can reveal religious belief.
Primiano does not elaborate on these three types of expression, but we can assume this
manifests itself in several ways. Verbal expression involves any talking about religious
belief either within or outside of official institutions. So, for example, a prayer in church
is a verbal expression and a religious discussion that happens to occur at a dinner party
also would be a verbal expression. Behavioral involves any act that expresses religious
belief, for example both receiving communion in a church or works of charity in daily
life. Finally, material expression involves any use of objects to reveal religious belief, for
example wearing of a cross or “what would Jesus do” bracelets (see McDannell (1995)
for an excellent overview of material expressions of Christianity).
Orsi (2005) illustrates this in his explanation of how ritual in Catholicism
materializes the sacred in the bodies of practitioners, particularly in the control of
children: “By means of such strenuous effort—by dint of prohibitions, fasting, constant
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admonitions (to the point of terror) against allowing one’s teeth to touch the host
[communion wafer]… —the body of God and the bodies of children were aligned” (pp.
98-99). In this materializing, we then also see the working of power on the body. In
Orsi’s (2005) example, practice is a way of controlling the body. More specifically, the
regulations of religion are inscribed on the body, linking that regulation to who that child
is. “Power is fundamental to the very meaning of practice generally and of religious
practices in particular, not only the power of some over others, but also power as it
circulates through as it sustains and vivifies cultural forms” (Orsi, 2003, p. 172).
Discussions of practice cannot happen without a discussion of power. In this vein,
Orsi (1997) discusses four concepts necessary to understanding religious practice all of
which imply a role for power in religious practice: 1) the limitations of culture; 2) the role
of embodiment; 3) the structures of social experience; and 4) the tensions which arise
within structures. Each of the concepts expresses certain oppositions, which play out in
religious practice. These oppositions may be expressed within religious studies as the
opposition between institutions/tradition and individual desires/belief. For example,
within the religious practice of marriage there is the opposition between some of the
many religious and individual ideas about the practice, whether the practice is for the
purpose of procreation, love or economics. The oppositions within this practice are
informed by 1) the available discourses about marriage (from the church, the media,
family, etc.); 2) the physical experience of marriage (including the act of the religious
ceremony, the feeling of love, the practice of sex, fights over doing dishes, etc.); 3)
marriage’s place in our social structure (the government’s regulation, but also its ordering
socially of people in kinship systems); and 4) the changing conception of marriage over
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time (the confusion of social structure from the women’s movement, the challenge of
gay rights, etc.). The oppositions appear at varying levels of experience and create a
complex matrix of conflict within one practice.
Understanding and mapping the matrix of oppositions, is important to
understanding religious experience. “What is called for is an approach to religion and
culture that embeds the religious person and community in history, that sees history and
culture not as something that religious persons are ‘in’ but as the media through which
they fundamentally are, and that also understands the power of cultural structures and
inherited idioms—what Pierre Bourdieu has named the ‘habitus’—both to shape and
discipline thought and as well to give rise to religious creativity and improvisation” (Orsi,
1997, p. 16). Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is extremely useful in understanding the
internal tensions of religious practice. Habitus refers to practices that seem to be the
result of agency, but through reinforcement of repetitive expression and experience are
actually structurally influenced. Bourdieu calls the agency in habitus “conditioned and
conditional freedom” (Bourdieu, 1972/1991, p. 95), meaning freedom derived and
constrained by structures. Habitus, which is created by structures, allows for the
reproduction of those structures through structural resonance and reasoning. Practices
that are socially encouraged and rewarded, such as prayer or communion, become
internalized through embodiment. Embodiment, or the experiential knowledge of the
body, reinforces the truth and structural logic because repetition creates a feeling of
naturalness in certain bodily practices. Thus, a practice such as prayer, which would be
strange to one outside the community, through repetition becomes as natural as breathing,
providing a familiar and comforting salve in times of suffering. Prayer then is reinforced
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as an important practice and the underlying principles behind it, such as surrender to a
higher power, are reinforced as well. This is not a determining relationship, but a
dialectic between the practice and that resonance and reasoning, meaning that naturalness
is continually having to be reestablished and in each reiteration and is open to negotiation
and change.
This dialectic can be detected in research on lived religion. Jeldtoft (2011) found
in her study of European Muslims that practice was experienced as contested space in
communities where individuals were a religious minority. Being Muslim for these
individuals involved making a choice related to some internalized ideal of what it meant
to be Muslim. This choice sometimes manifested itself in individualized practice. “When
initially asked about practices the interviewees told me that they do not practise [sic] at
all, but, when I probed, quite a few of them talk about what I term reconfigured ritual
practices: personal, pragmatic and individualistic but at the same time these practices are
connected to something that the interviewees see as ‘Islam’ on an abstract level”
(Jeldtoft, 2011, p. 1142). Thus, understanding practice in lived religion requires attention
to the oppositions of practice and their generative capacity for existing power and
innovative resistance.
As demonstrated above, inherent in any practice is tension and opposition. But,
there are other types of opposition within practice. Because of the blurring of boundaries,
the juxtaposition of symbol systems, and the polysemy of symbols the keywords in lived
religion are tensile, hybridity, ambivalence, and irony (Orsi, 1997, p. 11). Some dismiss
terms such as hybridity for older terms such as syncretism, or the mixing of religious
schools of thought (Schreiter, 2011). But as Engler (2009) points out hybridity is a useful
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term in focusing on the specific contexts of religious mixing, includes the nonreligious,
and emphasizes the creative agency of such mixing without privileging normative
accounts of religion. Engler (2009) illustrated such hybridity in his examination of the
Brazilian religion, Umbanda, a mixture of West African beliefs, Catholicism, and a
rationalized version of American spiritualism. Thus, within the tradition you have a
mixing of ideas about spirit possession combined with ideas about Christian saints. But
beyond the combination of belief systems, the religion is highly influenced by racial
dynamics in Brazil.
Symbols
Symbol refers to an idea or thing that can represent something else. Symbols
occur in Roof’s (1999) tripartite structure for lived religion as scripts. Scripts are “sets of
symbols that imaginatively explain what the world and life are about” (Roof, 1999, p.41).
These sets of symbols typically are derived from official religion and attempt to create a
coherent view of the world. Roof’s notion of scripts should be broadened to symbols
because the term scripts implies that these sets are always read in this coherent way, the
way intended by institutions. Instead, these sets of symbols are more fluid than that, more
of an improvisational skit than a script, where there are rules and common format, but
more freedom within those rules. Scripts or sets of symbols received by institutions,
however, are easily disrupted or not read together, read oppositionally or given meaning
not intended by institutions, or intermixed. Common visual symbols include crosses and
crucifixes, stars of David, Hindu bindi, to name just a few. But symbols also involve
linguistic configurations such as the Christian “love thy neighbor,” or the Buddhist
“peace comes from within.” Symbols in lived religion come from a variety of sources,
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both explicitly religious and not religious. For example, Doss (2002) in her study of
people who make the pilgrimage to Graceland found Elvis as a symbol used similarly to
how Catholics use saints. Furthermore, many see the institutional scripts that may once
have had meaning in competition with meaningful scripts from popular sources, such as
mass media (Roof, 1999). Meaning often occurs through a dialectic interaction of
symbols, where meaning can be negotiated or altered through the encounter with other
symbols (Orsi, 2005). Thus, a public prayer during a football game alters both the
meaning of the prayer, connecting the religious practice to sports narratives such as
teamwork and winning or losing, and football, connecting the sport to religious narratives
such as humility and brotherhood. As can be seen in this example, practice is frequently
where this dialectic can be observed (Roof, 1999). Practice allows for an interaction of
symbols through people’s use in a form of action.
The mixing of symbols often expresses the blurring of boundaries and the
working of power. For example, Bhatia (2012) discusses how Muslim women in the
West use the veil as both a way of strengthening their relationship with the sacred and
freeing themselves of Western discourse on Islam. Much has been written about the veil
in discussions of religion and power, but some of the most thoughtful analyses
differentiate between analyzing the symbol against an ahistorical Western idea about
Islam versus an analysis within certain local culture (Atasoy, 2006). Mahmood (2005)
notes that the meaning of the veil is contested within Islamic culture, with some seeing it
purely as a symbol of culture and ethnicity and others as a way not just to display
modesty, but to learn modesty bodily. Mahmood (2008) attributes this elsewhere to a
cultural bias in which submission and freedom are always in opposition.

35
The veil … is seldom entertained as an expression of and a means to a Muslim
woman’s submission to God’s will, despite repeated evidence that for many
veiled women this understanding is central. … Contemporary calls for reforming
Islam are built upon a narrow vision of a secularized conception of religiosity that
mobilizes many of the liberal assumptions about what it means to be human in
this world. (Mahmood, 2008, p.105)
Mahmood here is careful to emphasize the religious meaning for the women wearing it,
which is often left out of political accounts of the veil as a symbol. Both Bhatia (2012)
and Atasoy (2006) examine the symbol through the eyes of the women using the symbol.
Once stripped of the value judgment of Western standards, both researchers found the
veil was used as a strategy for finding a sense of self within a Western context not always
aligning with official religious doctrine.
The other side of this power discussion revolves around the ethics of mixing
symbols. “Think of the many New Age incorporations of Native American healing
practices and gear. If I am not ethnically Native American, do I have the right to borrow
their rituals without permission, just as my ancestors appropriated their land?” (Bregman,
2006, p. 17). This ethical issue is one very much alive in public discussion. When a
couple was featured in the news for having a Jewish ceremony without being Jewish, an
online discussion on the article’s message boards discussed whether it was “right”
(Anderson, 2011). “I have mixed feelings about this. While I wish the couple a long and
loving marriage, it bothers me to think that they used the trappings of Judaism without
any commitment to its morals ethics (sic) and beliefs” (natsera, 2011). But for every
comment expressing this discomfort, there was another comment cheering the couple for
their innovation, some seeing their choice as evidence of Judaism’s acceptance in larger
society. The questions at the center of this issue are: from what religion are the symbols

36
appropriated, who is doing the appropriation, and for what reason. While it may be
ethically fine to appropriate a symbol to search for real religious experience, the
appropriation of a symbol from a historically marginalized religion because it is
“beautiful,” as the couple did, may be ethically suspect. Certain religions and religious
ideas are privileged in American culture. This is both because of historical power
structures and the perpetuation of certain normative ideas about what religion is and is
not and its eventual representation in mass media as hegemonic religion. The ethical issue
here is whether those in a position of privilege can appropriate religious symbols and
practices and may thereby redefine the meanings of them. It is a colonization of religions.
Importance of Interpersonal Relationships
As noted above, Orsi (2005) discusses religion in terms of networks of
relationships rather than beliefs, practices, or institutions. Family and religion are two
mutually supporting institutions (Roof, 1999). Religion is most frequently transmitted
from parent to child (Roof, 1999). Parents’ religiosity is a determinant of whether the
child switches religion later in life (Bibby, 1978; Hunsburger & Brown, 1984).
Hunsburger and Brown (1984) found that the quality of individual’s relationship with
their parents as a determining factor as well. Marriage can also prompt religious
switching to some sort of congruency so that the couple shares the same religion
(Hadaway & Marler, 1993; Sherkat, 1991). Clark’s (2003) overarching conclusion in her
study of media, religion and teenagers was that there is no greater influence in teenagers’
religious lives than parents. Similarly, both Hoover (2006) and Roof (1999) found the
presence of children as the defining factor in church attendance. Religion has normative
ideals for what family should be. It is important to note that the mass media are another
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major source for normative family ideals (Kozol, 1994; Roof, 1999). The decline of the
family and the decline of institutional religion may also be mutually constitutive.
Religion no longer has one of its promoters: the traditional family. And, religion loses
relevance because it promotes a family ideal that is increasingly hard to attain.
Besides the relevance of family, social standing in one’s community is also a
factor in religious participation (Roof, 1999). For example, there is a strong mental
relationship for most people between their religion and their ethnic community (King,
2010; Langellier, 2010; Putnam & Campbell, 2010; Sanchez & Carter, 2005). But, this is
not the only way community is embedded in the concept of religion. Economics also has
a role that is usually neglected by research. Historically, there is a link between affluence
and certain religious communities. Individuals tend to choose religious communities with
others of a similar socio-economic status and change when there is a difference
(Hadaway & Marler, 1993). Hadaway and Marler indicated that the most influential
factor in staying in a particular faith was the creation of strong social ties within the
community. It appears that belief is secondary to the relationships we have with our
family and community (faithful or not) in determining how we feel about religion and its
role in our lives.
Lived Religion and Mass Media
Research in lived religion frequently addresses in the intersection between
religion and mass media. The characteristics identified above are important starting
places for any study of the intersection of mass media and religion. In order to understand
mass media’s and religion’s mutual influence researchers must identify where the two
systems intersect (blurring boundaries), how they agree or disagree (oppositions in
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symbol and practice), and other influences (interpersonal relationships). The boundary
dissolving, discussed above, is a regular practice in mass media beyond religion (Roof,
1999, p. 70). Whereas previous cultural interchange required geographic proximity
(Albera, 2008), mass media places us all symbolically close, causing more encounters
with others. Even if we do not live in a religiously diverse area, we are likely to
encounter representations of religious others through mass media. The intersection
between religion and mass media can be summarized as symbolic and, more particularly,
narrative. Religious symbols and narratives are recycled through all kinds of mass media,
while, at the same time, mass media symbols and narratives appear in religious practice.
This recycling has important influence on the construction of religious identity.
Investigations of media created for religious purposes frequently examine how
religious identity is crafted through narratives in magazines, fiction, or television
broadcast (Griffith, 1997; Modern, 2008; Walton, 2009). Some scholars have worked to
make explicit the construction of religious identity through the mixing of symbols by
creators of secular media. For example, Siegler (2009) illustrates the Catholic vocabulary
in various popular television series in his auteur study of writer/producer Tom Fontana.
Primiano’s (2009) essay on the Catholicism of the president character on the television
show The West Wing illustrates a main character that uses religious symbols and
language in the gray negotiation of everyday life.
As a result of having to appeal to the general public, representations of religion on
television have a bias toward the hegemonic construction of religion, meaning a certain
normative version of religion is established. “The mainstream TV dramatic landscape is
generally one for tolerance for difference; intolerance for cruelty, violence, hypocrisy,
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and extremism; assumption of faith (and intolerance for lack of it); and a pragmatic,
nontheological approach to religion” (Bird, 2009, p. 41). In the television universe, God
becomes an interfaith figure that works through people and is all good, while religion is
typically bad (Paule, 2012). This hegemonic religion is Protestant Christian,
individualistic, and resembles the spirituality discussed above. An individualistic, interior
religion is a Protestant assumption based historically in Reformation ideals, which
separate individual faith from institutional church and places responsibility for salvation
at the level of the individual (see Sullivan (2005) for an interesting discussion on
religious freedom and Protestant bias).
This hegemonic religion is the dominant picture of religion in our minds and in
our culture. Clark (2003) found it nearly impossible to discuss religion and identity
without addressing this hegemonic construction, either people identifying with it or
distancing themselves from it. This hegemonic construction of religion can be detected in
fan discussion of religion in media. Clark (2009) studied blogs about the show Lost to
illustrate how the religious symbols on the show created an online community around
them. A group Clark calls “Christian bloggers” picked out Christian referents in the
show, such as Virgin Mary statues and numerology relevant to Christian doctrine. These
bloggers used these symbols to identify one another as Christians as well as interpret both
the television messages and their own religious ideology. Clark (2009) further illustrates
how these interpretations were reflections of religious identity in their assumptions. “In
contrast to the heightened awareness that many viewers seemed to bring to the Christian
imagery in the program, fewer online discussions centered on representations of Sayid as
a Muslim or the lack of Jews on the island, even among fans who self-identified as
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Jewish or Muslim.” (p. 340). This study illustrates how religious symbols can connect
with media practice, and how that practice can be linked to power and identity. Clark’s
study indicates the mixing of symbol systems of religion and mass media, the awareness
of viewers, and the use of those symbols by religious individuals and groups through the
mass media, the internet, although does not go beyond to discuss how and by what
negotiative process.
The individualistic and choice-based version of Christianity that has emerged has
created a need for symbols and practices to fill religious identity constructions. Scholars
have noted the emergence of a “spiritual marketplace,” in which individuals become
consumers searching for a faith that fits their lifestyle and needs, and institutions become
producers creating new ways to market to these consumers (Einstein, 2011; Hoover,
2006; Moore, 2009; Moore, 2010; Putnam & Campbell, 2010; Roof, 1999).
If we think of this larger spiritual marketplace as a ‘social field’ where all the
agents, conventionally religious or not, try to generate and/or preserve religious
capital, i.e., legitimacy, acceptance, and influence, then we can begin to grasp the
breadth and depth of a huge, highly competitive spiritual marketplace. In this
expanded and diverse field, the older established faiths try to hold on to or
improve their position; new players on the spiritual scene look to ways of gaining
leverage within the field. (Roof, 1999, p. 80)

This emergence of a spiritual marketplace has implications for structural influence on
religious self-narratives. “Storytelling and meaning-making inevitably become
intertwined with marketing, technology, and consumption in a market economy” (Roof,
1999, p. 110). The spiritual marketplace encourages the mixing of mass media systems
with religious systems. Any popular culture mixing with religion, may in fact be a
marketing strategy to engage religious practitioners as consumers (Moore, 2009).
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Popular culture is used regularly in religious practice to reach audiences, such
as using game shows as an evangelizing method (Moore, 2009; 2010) or using reality
television competition shows in church choir programming (McMahan-Wilson & Wilson,
2004). At times, religious groups appropriate technology in an attempt to create a parallel
mediasphere, such as the creation of Godtube in an effort to mirror YouTube, with more
control over content (Campbell, 2010). Use of popular culture by religious institutions
could be a result of a desire to use the social importance of popular culture, such as mass
media, to give a further social importance to religious institutions, declining in both
popularity and authority. Evangelicals in interviews have confirmed this purpose,
indicating that the inclusion of secular media in worship both serves the purpose of
drawing people in and giving relevancy to the institution (Moore, 2010, p. 99). Moore
(2010) specifically was examining gender identity, not religious identity, but still found
media used as a tool for communication and instruction. “Choices also included a clip
from the film Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, depicting the scene where Indiana
Jones must make a ‘leap of faith’ over a precipice to get the Holy Grail in order to save
his father. In a sermon about human resolve, River Rock Church incorporated a portion
of the movie Forrest Gump that portrayed the main character running with determination.
During other sermons, the church also showed the pre-battle scene from Braveheart in a
message about personal transformation and part of the film” (p. 100). Here, we can see
institutional reactions to Hoover’s notion of mass media forming a “cultural center”
(Hoover, 2006). Institutions can no more ignore mass media than their practitioners, even
having to respond to media to which they are opposed. Moore (2009) found this reaction
in her study of institutional responses to the movie, The Da Vinci Code: “The churches
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can neither completely embrace nor completely reject this instance of popular culture,
partly because of their churchgoers’ close relationship with secular media” (p. 126).
Moore’s studies examined a specific media text (The Da Vinci Code) and a particular
issue (gender), whereas the media use she observed is a starting point in this study to
examine religious identity within the comprehensive context of the religious community.
The end result is the same for both mass media messages and religious messages:
exposure to market systems influences the messages. As a result, all messages support the
status quo, rather than charting their own course. “Market-driven subnarratives and
religious metanarratives both usually confirm existing cultural beliefs more than they
challenge them” (Schultze, 2003, p. 186). Christian institutions reinforce the same values
of pro-consumption, pro-authority, patriarchal heternormativity, and whiteness as the
norm (Moore, 2009; 2010).
Social networking and online outreach are often noted as key innovations in the
spread of the spiritual marketplace (Campbell, 2005; Putnam & Campbell, 2010; Roof,
1999). Mass media, particularly the internet, have been seen to “democratize the sacred”
and give religious practitioners more religious autonomy by giving users access to
religious knowledge and symbols otherwise in the hands of religious institutions
(Asamoah-Gyadu, 2008; Campbell, 2012; Hoover & Emerich, 2011). For example,
Berger and Ezzy (2009) found a legitimation of previously marginal religious groups
through such mass media. In their study of the representation of Wicca online, Wiccan
practitioners felt that the greater visibility on the internet validated them as a belief
system and allowed them to frame themselves as such. Narayan, Purkayastha, and
Benerjee (2011) similarly found online participation used as a strategy by religious
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minorities to frame their religion favorably. Their study of the construction of
Hinduism online indicated that in countries where Hindu practitioners were the minority,
the United States and the United Kingdom, Hinduism was framed in terms of dominant
religion of those countries, Christianity, and provided a unified narrative where there
really is not one. Other scholars have argued, however, that religion online simply shifts
authority to a new set of technological power-holders (Campbell, 2012; Narayan, et al.,
2011). The adoption of technology by religious institutions can be interpreted as a kind of
“deal with a devil” religious institutions may make with mass media, where they gain
wide-spread distribution, but lose control of the message. “While a new technology, such
as television, may provide a platform for preaching and proselytizing, it may also be seen
as allowing problematic moral or secular content to invade the home. Therefore while the
technology provides certain benefits for the community it may also introduce new
dangers” (Campbell, 2010, p. 5). Mass media make it more difficult to maintain religious
boundaries and control practitioners. For example, Turner (2007) found in his study of
new media and religion in Mali that the internet in particular made centralizing authority
and practice difficult. “The new media can have corrosive consequences for those
professions associated with text based learning, such as religious scholars and clergy.
While fundamentalist groups in Islam, Christianity and Judaism employ modern forms of
communication, the Internet promotes open discussion and hence prevents forms of
orthodox closure that were the basis of traditional authority” (p. 121). Campbell (2012)
agrees that in theory internet religious discourse causes shifting authority. The movement
online can be seen as an influence moving religion more towards the personal and away
from the institutional.
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Lived Religion and Evangelicals
As discussed above, the academic concept of lived religion is a recent innovation,
which scholars began discussing in the 1990s. Thus far, research in lived religion has
mainly focused on Catholicism (Orsi, 2005) or Islam (Bhatia, 2012) with an occasional
foray into Hinduism and other religions (Gunn, 2005). Evangelicalism has not been a
major focus of these studies. One notable exception is Elisha’s (2008) study of
evangelical activism in which he outlines the oppositions created by Christian ideas about
compassion and accountability. While many teachings direct evangelicals to give
compassion without constraints, other teachings and life experiences indicate
accountability for both the evangelical and the subject of their compassion. This
discourse on accountability is itself a blending of Christian thought with conservative
political thought and is colored by power relationships.
If the practical implications of compassionate social outreach include taking risks,
breaking cultural barriers, and “loving the unlovable,” the imperative of
accountability reinforces benign suspicion as a privilege of power and affluence.
Ennobled by their class status (which, at the same time, is a source of ethical
concern), suburban churchgoers project middle-class norms onto others, which
affects the way they assess accountability in the context of social outreach.
(Elisha, 2008, p. 175)
Elisha’s work again shows that the blending in lived religion often created paradox and
power oppositions. Evangelicals in his study had to negotiate between competing
discourses of compassion and accountability and both discourses were filtered through
and approached from a class position. These findings indicate a need to consider power
and privilege in examining religious thought and behavior. Similar power inequalities
caused by discourses of marital obedience have been found to silence abused women, the
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very people evangelical activists want to help (Knickmeyer, Levitt & Horne, 2010). In
qualitative interviews, abused women’s experiences were not believed and dismissed
largely because of an adherence to a discourse of female submission.
Elisha’s (2008) research is primarily in megachurches in Knoxville, Tennessee,
which are different than the smaller church I study in this dissertation. But some
characteristics of lived religion are evident in his study. Elisha emphasizes the
intellectual and identity work evangelicals must do in lived religion to resolve the
oppositions created between everyday practice and doctrine. “This does not mean that
that evangelical beliefs and practices lack coherence or consistency, but simply that as
lived experience evangelicalism entails a host of quotidian dilemmas, aspirations,
innovations, and frustrations that are not easily explained (or dismissed) by a single,
cohesive, uniformly authorized system of doctrine” (p. 24). Elisha’s analysis defines what
many popularly see as the hypocrisy of some religious faith as a process of establishing
coherence between belief and everyday life. Elisha (2008) describes an evangelical he
encounters as sometimes staunchly conservative politically, while also devoutly
progressive on issues of social justice (p. 105). These two strains of thoughts can be
detected in the polysemic, multivocal official discourse of evangelicalism. The religious
movement and its institutions neither have clear singular leadership, nor definitive
interpretations. Thus, evangelicals receiving both competing discourses, must form
coherency to act and think as evangelicals. This dissertation proposes that such a process
to establish coherency in discourses is a narrative process.
Many other studies of evangelicals have pointed toward the lived religion of
evangelicals without calling it that. Furthermore, many ethnographies focus on groups of
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evangelicals, though similar to the groups I am interested that have fundamental
differences from this present study. For example, although looking at a subset of
evangelicals (fundamentalists) and calling the concept vernacular religion, Howard’s
(2010) qualitative assessment of evangelical web sites found a blending of Christianity
with beliefs of UFOs and conspiracy theories. Bivens (2008) also found blurring of
boundaries in his study of evangelical fear culture. For example, Hell Houses, horror
productions created for Halloween by evangelical groups, mix popular symbols with
Christian in an effort at converting audiences, but the mixing often creates unintended
ironies. In one production, a character was damned after working in Hollywood as a
horror producer, simultaneously condemning and glorifying “the very genre whose tropes
are so liberally pilfered by these productions” (p. 146). McDannell (1995) similarly found
a mixing of capitalism and Christianity at Christian bookstores that was not always a
comfortable fit. “For the consumer, the bookstore owner, and the supplier, Christian
retailing is a religious activity. …The product becomes a sermon; the words of the
preacher are replaced by the exchange of the visual object. Advertising and witnessing
become interchangeable” (p. 266). Beal (2005) studies how people create sacred space in
everyday life through studying roadside religious attractions. The many oppositions these
attractions produce, such as combining consumerism with Christianity as with religious
theme parks and sacredness with the trivial as in religious mini-golf, are difficult to
reconcile. Although Beal does not attempt to resolve these oppositions, many who visit
these attractions must to make sense of the wide range of religious symbols combined.
All these are just small examples of the ways lived religion is experienced by
evangelicals.
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Evangelicalism, in theory, should be an easy place to find lived religion. One of
the main precepts of the movement is that every day life should be a reflection of one’s
religion (Soper, 1994). Coming closest to the version of evangelicalism I hope to study,
Bielo’s (2009) ethnographic study of evangelical Bible study groups in Michigan also
contains evidence of lived religion without using the concept directly. Bielo (2009) found
consistent oppositions, which he interprets as inevitable in a movement as heterogeneous
as evangelicalism. His study only examined practices as related to studying and
interpreting the Bible. The practice of interpretation in this context of small groups was
dialogical and social. It is within this practice of dialogue that oppositions were
reconciled by individual members in their own way. A large part of the Bible study that
Bielo (2009) observed involved applying the Bible to everyday life, such as avoiding
temptation by not going to bars (pp. 60-61). At times, members of one of the groups
found this difficult, as they had trouble reconciling the ultimate authority of the Bible
with ideas of religious tolerance and American democracy (pp. 67-70). Bielo (2009)
states, however, that the practices of Bible study actually is defined by the interpersonal
bonds it creates and sustains, which is consistent with lived religion’s emphasis on
interpersonal relationships.
Griffith’s (2000) ethnographic study of women’s Aglow worship exposes the
blending of external and internal religious influences. Griffith (2000) discusses the
religious movement as a response to both a rejection of feminism and the subordination
of men in traditional churches. The Aglow movement began at the same time as Second
Wave feminism in the late ‘60s as a place for Christian women to air their concerns. The
movement was also influenced by “therapeutic culture,” which many researchers point to
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as a major influence in all lived religion in America (Hoover, 2006; Roof, 1999).
Aglow worship is an interdenominational women-centered practice directly influenced by
Pentecostal and charismatic branches of evangelicalism, which are different from the less
expressive, more traditional church in this study. Aglow practice is a product of both
outside influences and various official doctrines, leading to a need for members to create
some sort of coherency. “Aglow women bend the rules, negotiate the disciplines, and
subvert the expectations and requirements of the group in various ways” (p. 16). Aglow
worship routinely takes place outside of churches, in secular spaces (which Griffith notes
is not unusual for evangelicalism) that are sanctified by décor (symbols) and prayer
(practice) (pp. 66-76). Moreover, Aglow prayer is a way to reconcile everyday frustration
with religious ideal. “Such prayers translate the problems and dilemmas of everyday life
– conflicts in marriage, the death of a loved one, financial anxiety, and so forth – into
religious lessons about faith in a loving God and a surrender to God’s plan for one’s life”
(p. 77). Other otherwise secular practices that help women fulfill their gender role, such
as housework, are framed as sacred in Aglow (pp. 181-182). Thus Griffith describes the
characteristics of lived religion, such as the blurring of boundaries through symbol and
practice.
Moon’s (2004) ethnographic study of two Methodist evangelical congregations
focused on the everyday ways followers talked about homosexuality. One of her key
findings was that the evangelicals she studied were led more by personal everyday
experiences than scripture or institutional teachings.
As the members involved in debates about homosexuality sought to reconcile new
social conditions with what they had always known to be true about sex, religion,
and life in general, they worked out their individual understandings of God while
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they interacted with others and dealt with the world around them. …What
would make sense to them about God would depend on what they knew about
God already and what they knew about humanity. (p. 57)
Many of the evangelicals Moon interviewed worked to reconcile competing discourses of
a Biblical injunction against homosexuality with ideas about Christian love and caring.
This reconciliation was further complicated by the similar arguments made about Biblical
acceptance of slavery and individual experiences in the world. “With Jackie’s own
brother being gay, the idea that God would draw away from a man just for having sex
with another man did not make sense” (p. 62). Moon’s work illustrates the ways everyday
life cannot be kept separate from religious views and the complex oppositions and
therefore reconciliations that must occur.
Culture, Mass Media and Identity
Similar to current trends in religious studies to take lay experience more seriously,
cultural studies sought to take popular culture more seriously (Hall, 1986). At the most
basic level, cultural studies examine what culture is and does in everyday life. Williams
(1961/1981) characterized culture as “structures of feeling” or webs of meaning at a
particular moment that make intracultural communication possible (p. 57). “It is as firm
and definite as ‘structure’ suggests, yet it operates in the most delicate and least tangible
parts of our activity. In one sense, this structure of feeling is the culture of the period: it is
the particular living result of all the elements in the general organization” (Williams,
1961/1981, p. 48). Williams (1977) called structures of feeling cultural hypotheses (p.
132) or systems of meaning people create about the world in which they live, which are
actively tested in daily life. The phrase “structures of feeling” performs two tasks. First,
the term points to an underlying structure or materiality, which, for Williams, was
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economic. Second, it points to the ephemeral or intangible, allowing for both change
and abstraction. “Structures of feeling” expresses the tension between individual and
larger forces demonstrated through cultural products and enactment.
Williams (1958/2008) elsewhere discussed culture in two senses: as the whole of
“known meanings and directions” and the products of culture, such as art and literature
(p. 93). These two senses of culture, the understandings of who we are and the
significations we create, are linked. Media (as cultural products) are integrated into life
rather than influencing life (Hoover, 2006, p. 16). “Cultural studies describes how
people’s everyday lives are articulated by and with culture. It investigates how people are
empowered and disempowered by the particular structures and forces that organize their
everyday lives in contradictory ways, and how their (everyday) lives are themselves
articulated to and by the trajectories of economic, social, cultural, and political power”
(Grossberg, 2010, p. 8). Both religion and media systems can be housed under this
definition. But, while popular culture is a common cultural studies topic, popular religion
is rarely examined. This study uses cultural studies as a lens to examine popular religion,
which requires focusing on symbols and practice.
Symbols
One similarity between cultural studies and lived religion is that both areas of
study emphasize symbol and practice. The most useful treatment of symbol comes from
semiotics, the study of symbols. Signs are composed of signifier (word) and signified
(object or concept) (Strinati, 1996, pp. 91-2). The relationship between signifier and
signified, particularly in language, is many times arbitrary (p. 92). The relationship
depends on sets of social codes called culture (Manning & Cullum-Swan, 1994, p. 467).
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Language and sign systems can only be read situationally and contextually (Strinati,
1996, p. 92). Viewed in this context, religious symbols don’t have the inherent meaning
implied by official religion. This means despite official doctrine on religious symbols,
such as saints, individuals form their own meaning from their own personal context as
can be seen in Orsi’s (1997) work. Furthermore, all symbols are embedded in sign
systems dictated by local culture. Thus, any media or religious symbol may attain
meanings against one another dependent on the salient context. And so a particular
symbol, such as a crucifix, has very real religious meanings in practice, but takes on
different meanings in a Madonna music video. Individuals may decide contextually
whether the religious context is relevant or not. This situational reading of religious
symbols may partially explain studies where evangelicals disagree with specific mass
media messages, but yet for some reason still consume that media. Evangelicals may not
be conducting a “religious reading” of that particular text.
Symbols are not directly transmitted into our brain as whole entities with clear
meanings. Instead, we must ask how these symbols are received by the individual. The
polysemy of symbols has become an interpretive center for some forms of cultural
studies. In fact, it has been suggested by Fiske (1989/2010b) that polysemy is, in itself,
the reason certain texts are popular; the texts can be many things to many people. It is
from the starting point of polysemy that Stuart Hall developed a model of media
consumption through the processes of encoding and decoding of symbols. The
endcoding/decoding model has four stages: production, circulation, use (consumption),
and reproduction (Hall, 1973/1993, p. 90). Each stage is “relatively autonomous” (p. 90).
Thus, production does not control consumption. However, each stage limits the
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possibilities of the next (p. 90). Thus, polysemy is not pluralism, meaning there are sets
of available meaning rather than an endless selection of meanings. Hall’s (1963/1993)
model conceptualizes communication as a series of connected moments or practices (p.
91). The process of connection is thus extremely important to this model: the connecting
of meaning to symbols, the connecting of symbols to each other, the connecting of
meaning to ideology, and thus the circulation into a larger world of symbols. This process
of connection was later called “articulation” or “the process within which particular
discourses and images become bound to one another within particular institutional and
governmental structures so as to create the conditions in which particular meanings and
emotions are taken up or at least come to be preferred by individuals, or to put this
slightly differently, come to seem and feel proper, right, natural” (During, 2007, p. 5).
Thus, articulation as an act of connection and adhesive can make the connection of
various mass media and religious symbols more likely, logical, and “natural.”
In practice, articulation occurs along certain processes of consumption.
Specifically, symbols are consumed as parts of codes, which are “maps of meaning” or
fragments of ideology (Hall, 1973/1993, p. 98). In any sign there are dominant or
preferred meanings which are reinforced by power structures (p. 98). In this way,
dominant ideology is not an unchanging unitary thing, but instead “a force which drives
all other possibilities and meanings from consciousness” (Billig, 1997, p. 224).
Negotiated code operates when an audience understands the dominant code, but
elaborates (Hall, 1973/1993, p. 102). Negotiation is a telling word because the
implication here is one of struggle and opposition (Fiske, 1997). Fiske hypothesizes that
most media readings are negotiated, and that this is a central assumption of cultural
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studies (p. 126). Elsewhere, Fiske (1989/2010a) hypothesizes that it is this process of
negotiation that causes attachment to a text because in reading and interpreting the text,
the viewer claims ownership of that text. Any reading within frameworks outside
hegemony or contrary to hegemony is an oppositional code (Hall, 1973/1993, p. 103).
This model is particularly important to lived religion because by definition lived religion
will always be a negotiated practice, or an elaboration of institutional symbols and
practices. Although some scholars may wish to embrace lived religion as a more
emancipatory oppositional practice, when lived religion is used oppositionally it becomes
increasingly difficult to define the practice as religious at all. However, it is important to
note that one assumption of this dissertation is that most religious and mass media
readings are negotiated readings.
The struggle over the meaning of signs is one recognized in postmodernism.
Because there is no universal truth, only decentered ideological space, all meaning is a
political struggle to control or fix that meaning within a discourse (Torfing, 1999). “A
discourse is a differential ensemble of signifying sequences in which meaning is
constantly renegotiated” (p. 85). It is the same field of discourses discussed in my
definition of lived religion above. This struggle happens at the level of the symbol
frequently and within various discourses or fields of understanding. “Our cognitions and
speech-acts only become meaningful within a certain pre-established discourse” (p. 84).
This means no coherence of religious self-narrative can be achieved without the ordering
capacity of discourses already present within a given culture. The fields of understanding
or discourses are points of limitations of what can be conceived, what Laclau and Mouffe
call horizons of possibility. This conceptualization of how we view reality within certain

54
understandings and meanings can also be found in Williams’s (1958/2008) assertion
that “culture is ordinary.” “Every human society has its own shape, its own purposes, its
own meanings. Every human society expresses these, in institutions and in arts and
learning. The making of society is the finding of common meanings of experience,
contact, and discovery, writing themselves into the land” (p. 93).
Laclau and Mouffe established certain organizational principles for these horizons
of possibilities: relationships of equivalences and differences, overdetermination and
displacement, and nodal points that fix discourse (Torfing, 1999). Relationships of
equivalences and differences connect disparate meaning through the logic of comparison
of what are alike and what are Other. This process allows for groups to organize together
either for the exercise of power over others, or resistance against hegemony. Any
political movement establishes relationships of equivalences and differences, from
feminists to small business owners to evangelicals. Another organizing principle,
overdetermination is the collapsing of meaning into a sign. The flag, sometimes found
prominently placed in church sanctuaries including the one in this study, often has
religious meaning collapsed into it, which creates clear equivalences and implied
differences. Americanism is equated with Christianity, and non-Christians are a little less
American and perhaps even non-Americans are a little less Christian. Displacement
works similarly. Displacement is the transcription of meaning from one moment to
another moment. Thus, public displays of crosses can collapse religion and nationality.
Also, the famous notion of the United States as a “city upon a hill” gets carried out of the
17th century and into the 21st despite the change in context (McDaniel, et al., 2011).
Certain symbols become important sites for organizing all other meaning, including
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identity. Nodal points are empty signifiers around which webs of meaning are
established, such as the term evangelical or Christian. These linguistic symbols are sites
of contestation with many possible meanings that both groups and individuals have high
stakes in controlling. For example, an individual establishing the political meaning of
evangelical as conservative, libertarian, or progressive carries with it a whole host of
consequences, from generating certain religious doctrine (e.g., if evangelical is
progressive the parts of the gospel that deal with poverty and social justice are important)
to dictating religious practice (e.g., if evangelical is conservative concentrating on ideas
of gender hierarchy may exclude women from leadership) to behavior outside religion
but part of public life (e.g., if evangelical is libertarian it is a religious imperative to keep
religion and politics separate).
Nodal points are particular kinds of symbols that become important sites of
contention for identity. The nature of nodal points as identity battlegrounds could explain
some of the more contentious battles over religious content in popular culture. When
mass media texts seek to fill particular religious symbols through narrative, the emotional
reaction can be strong. This reaction was seen some time ago with the film The Last
Temptation of Christ, as noted in Lindlof (1996). “For those who wrote against the film,
there can be only one meaning for everything. This meaning is recognized and acted on
in its relation to the codes given in their Scriptures and the community of believers who
make those codes literal in their lives. To be faced with a text that goes against their
codes is to dislocate the community and arouse its passion” (p. 165).
All these principles set horizons of possibility. Horizons of possibility for religion
are sets of available discourses about religion. The same could be said of media. For
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example, the equating of Christianity with nationalism circulates certain discourses
related to personal freedom and worship. The high degree of autonomy desired in
American evangelical Christianity is impossible to separate from discourses about
American freedom. Those that fill the evangelical nodal point with conservative politics
have sets of available discourse about the immoral character of media and what
constitutes morality in media. These discourses circulate through traditional religious
structures, but also in popular culture, such as the mass media. And although meaning is
always contested, certain discourses circulate more because they are privileged by church
authority (Hall, 2007; McNamee, 2011) or other authority such as the government (Haw,
2011) and popular culture/mass media (Couldry, 2003).
Scholars have noted that there are some instances of mixing of religious and
popular culture symbols. Doss (2002) found Elvis used as a mediator between
practitioners and God, similar to a Catholic saint. “Devotion to Elvis dovetails with this
contemporary religious blending, particularly among Americans who have long made a
habit of spiritual synthesis and reconfiguration” (p. 77). Similar to the concept of nodal
points, the symbol of Elvis, being a deceased celebrity, is emptied of his meaning and
filled instead with the religious meanings of practitioners. The specific meaning the
symbol of Elvis is filled with changes (pp. 78-79), but the interesting phenomenon is that
people coalesce around this pop culture symbol religiously. Also worthy of note is the
overwhelming tendency of these Elvis constructions towards Protestant bias, even among
practitioners who do not identify as Christian (p. 79).
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Practice
Ritual and practice are other foci of cultural studies. Carey (1975/1990) outlines the
two models of communication: transmission and ritual. Communication as transmission
was the dominant early understanding, in which communication is about sending or
imparting knowledge (p. 15). Linked to industrial society, this view of communication is
about extending messages over space for control (p. 15). This emphasis on control
indicates a power relationship between producers of mass media and their audiences.
However, the second model, communication as ritual, involves sharing,
participating, and association, the purpose of which is to maintain society (Carey,
1975/1990, p. 18). This second model is distinct in that it requires the participation and
the complicity of participants in order for power to be reproduced. The emphasis here is
in reproducing beliefs and values. “This projection of community ideal and their
embodiment in material form … creates an artificial though nonetheless real symbolic
order that operates to provide not information, but confirmation, not to alter attitudes or
change minds but to represent an underlying order of things, not to perform functions but
to manifest an ongoing and fragile social process” (p. 19). This model, too, has its
political implications. The maintenance of society and the “projection of a community
ideal” indicate both a commitment to existing power structures and the construction of
normative societal representations to which individuals will be held. Texts, such as the
news, give life “form, order, and tone” (p. 21).
Carey’s (1975/1990) use of the word ritual was meant as a refocusing on practice
rather than message. Ritual implies a participatory role for audiences. How people
consume and interpret media influences what the eventual message will be. Thus, a
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viewer that creates a viewing community will receive a different message than a
viewer that watches while distracted by noisy children. This approach contrasts to media
effects traditions that purely focus on message. There are clear similarities here with lived
religion and its emphasis on practice (which could also be viewed many times as ritual).
As discussed above, lived religion and its meaning exists only within the context of
practice, and the same can be said for the consumption of media texts.
In this perspective, communication produces and reproduces society. Mass media
are a major source of that production and reproduction, and thus can shape reality and
control it. Carey (1975/1990) developed his conception of ritual communication from
Durkheim’s (1912/2008) principle that the function of ritual in religion was to maintain
society and Turner’s (1969/1995) explanation of ritual theory. Revisiting Turner provides
insight into the nature of ritual as a practice and how it can be applied to both mass media
and religion.
Turner (1969/1995) sought to examine how ritual psychologically reinforced
social hierarchy. Turner believed that the only way to deeply understand ritual was to
understand it from the perspective of the participant. He pursued this research using van
Gennep’s three stage ritual process in his ethnographic studies. The three stage process is
separation from the world, margin (liminal), and reintegration back into the world. The
liminal stage, emphasizing a threshold or boundary, produces a new understand that one
must integrate into their worldview. “During the intervening ‘liminal’ period, the
characteristics of the ritual subject … are ambiguous he passes through a cultural realm
that has few or none of the attributes of the past or the coming state” (p. 94). Liminality is
associated with transitions in life, such as death, birth, or initiation. Any initiation ritual,

59
such as boot camp in the military or puberty rites seeks to erase previous identities to
prepare the initiate for the new identity. “It is as though they are being reduced or ground
down to a uniform condition to be fashioned anew and endowed with additional powers
to enable them to cope with their new station in life” (p. 95). Ritual is thus important to
an understanding to the maintenance and flux of identity.
To understand mass media’s place in religious practice, ritual or otherwise, we
must look for the places where media and religious practices overlap, collapse and are
contested. When are media and religion practiced together? When does religious practice
subvert or challenge media practice? Or when does media practice subvert or challenge
religious practice? Thus, when secular mass media are viewed in church or when
religious practice is an actual protest against mass media, both of which are common in
today’s environment (Moore, 2009), these practices have real consequences in meaningmaking and identity-construction. Warren (2001), in her study of the 1997 Disney
boycott by conservative Christians, found that mass media were used as a tool to create
religious identity through distancing from certain media and associating with other
media. Decisions were made on a case-by-case basis, and although influenced by larger
conservative groups, such as Focus on the Family, decisions were highly individualistic.
Her study also illustrated the media as a cultural center as discussed by Hoover (2006).
While parents felt the need to act on their moral values, they also felt they had no choice
in terms of the cultural power of Disney in their children’s lives, especially regarding the
importance of the media in interacting with their peers. “While their faith creates some
differences in interpretation and choices, they are still dependent on the media for
information and entertainment” (Warren, 2001, p. 181).
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When religion and online practice cross, what happens? Campbell (2012)
attempts to answer that question in conceptualizing online religion as networked religion,
which is characterized by networked community, storied identity, shifting identity,
convergent practice, and multisite reality (p. 68). All these elements point toward lived
religion, particularly the blending of contexts. “Multisite reality means online practices
are often informed by offline ways of being, as users integrate or seek to connect their
online and offline patterns of life” (p. 80). This blurring of contexts demands narrative to
be coherent, what Campbell calls a storied identity. A storied identity or identity in storyform suggests the unique importance of narrative identity online. “Here the self may be
assembled through a variety of different resources that create a distinctive narrative from
which meaning-making and commonality can be derived. This is especially true of
religious identity and raises many questions related to the complexities of selection,
assemblage, and presentation of such an identity” (p. 71). The variety of sources provided
by religion and the ease of assembling and reassembling them on the internet demands a
way of making sense of all that data. It is logical for that assembly to happen in narrative
form, the traditional way that we understand religion and ourselves.
In religious ritual performed through media, such as online churches, it is worth
examining whether something is changed in the translation. In what ways is religious
practice changed by moving through this media? Embodiment is obviously a key
question here. Embodiment, as the articulation of the body, is our experiential, material,
sensual understanding of the world. Can there be a virtual embodied understanding?
Fernback (2002) found ritual embodiment in a textual form, again perhaps emphasizing
the importance of narrative. Can a textual embodiment be embodiment? What does this
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do to our sense of ourselves? Campbell (2010) found ritual and symbolic authority
reevaluated and contested among Anglicans practicing at a cathedral in Second Life.
Ameli (2009) discusses virtual religion as real transformational experience because
religion operates both within an objective reality and a subjective virtuality. Campbell
(2005) noted elsewhere that participation in online religious communities seldom served
as a replacement for offline church activities, but served as a place for critique of offline
churches, frequently reflecting a lack of meaningful offline church relationships. All this
research suggests that there is a relationship between a symbolic online practice and
identity offline.
Narrative Identity
Narrative identity has become an increasingly popular way to think about the self,
incorporating both fluidity and fixity, structure and agency, and the deliberation and
forgetfulness of identity. Many of the conceptualizations of narrative identity mix
structural linguistics, symbolic interactionism, and postmodernism to describe how
people make sense of themselves to themselves and others. This section will define
narrative identity, analyze several current dominant typologies of religious narrative
identity, discuss several conceptualizations of narrative identity, and then outline some
possible evangelical religious themes that may be dominant in this current study.
Defining Narrative Identity
People use narratives to take disparate phenomena and symbols they experience
in everyday life and make these phenomena and symbols coherent and make sense (Vila,
2000, p. 235). Narrative is often defined as story, but there are several important elements
the story must have in order for the story to make sense and have power. Narrative must
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have a main character, our selves (protagonist simplifies this too much as we can
perceive ourselves to be antagonists, even to ourselves). In narrative, we also need
motivation for our character (purpose) and an obstacle or conflict. Without these
elements, our understanding may be a story, but not narrative. Narrative organizes the
events of our lives into something coherent. Narrative is necessary for an understanding
of self in time, meaning the narrative lends a certain continuity to one’s life (Vila, 2000,
p. 239). The narrative explains why structural assumptions about the self are accepted or
rejected by subjects (Vila, 2003, pp. 107-8; 2000, p. 244). In other words, narrative
identity explains why people sometimes accept stories about themselves that aren’t
necessarily in their best interest. It is more important to keep the narrative coherent. For
example, various oppressive identity roles and ideas are adopted and reproduced by the
individuals they oppress because they are part of a larger identity narrative. In the course
of this research, for example, negative discourses about homosexuality were accepted and
reproduced at times by those that identified as LGBTQ, not because these people disliked
themselves in particular, but because it was part of a larger religious narrative they used
to make meaning of themselves.
Narratives become facts for subjects because they base the narrative on personal
experience (Vila, 2003, p. 107). And narratives resolve the conflict among conflicting
discourses (Vila, 2000, p. 237), meaning that narrative becomes a way to resolve the
oppositions discussed above. In the next two sections, I discuss two ways of discussing
narrative identity that particularly inform the way I use narrative identity in this study.
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Perinbanayagam’s Poetic Self
Perinbanayagam (2000) starts from a position of structural linguistics, and
approaches the self from the position of individual acts. It is the moment when an action
is selected that the self emerges (p. 18). In that action, the subject is affirming certain
assumptions he or she makes about themselves and the world, while at the same time
embodying these assumptions. Acts are conscious and voluntary (p. 6), suggesting
agency. Perinbanayagam (2000) sets himself apart from other linguistic structuralists in
characterizing self, at core, as an act of creation rather than an act resulting from
repression. “The self creates the act and is created by the act” (p. 26). Experience with the
world is “refracted through the socially constituted self” (p. 5). The actor selects the act
from a limited field of possible acts. Part of this involves a perception of the other in the
interaction. Through social rewards and punishments, the other in the interaction gives
incentives to behave in a sanctioned way (p. 23; 28). Thus, we can already see the
importance of both religious and communicative practice in any identity. Certain
religious practices and mass media practices are a direct reflection of the chosen self. The
process of choosing is ultimately the individuals, but is based in social experiences and
projection of the desires of significant others. This emphasis on significant others may
explain lived religion’s emphasis on interpersonal relationships; if parents or children are
your significant other, than their perceived religious wishes have more influence than a
distant and abstract authority figure, such as God.
Perinbanayagam (2000) uses Christian identity as an example of how the
influence of others may influence the self (p. 44): A Christian has a self-conception
resultant from others in their social circle, including other Christians. Judgments from
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Christian teachings as well as expectations of what being Christian means may
influence the self. Some of these conceptions, however, are repetitively practiced and
from a generalized Christian other, or how the individual imagines other Christians think
and feel. The generalized Christian other is a cognitive construct that is created through
interaction with Christians, doctrinal instruction on the meaning of Christianity, and
popular understandings of Christianity. Thus, in Perinbanayagam’s framework, we can
find how the competing discourses of lived religion and mass media operate to create a
coherent narrative assumption through a generalized other or ideal-state.
Acts stem from these social constructions. There is, thus, a “critical space” for
choice of action for an actor to exercise agency (Perinbanayagam, 2000, p. 32). The
actors’ decision of what to do comes from an understanding of how that act has operated
in the past (p. 8). The individual is making a choice of how to act in the world, but within
the limited confines of their understanding of the world, which is colored by structures.
“Culture, institutions, and history manifest themselves in social acts remembered and
sedimented meanings. The ‘structures’ of society … manifest themselves as symbolic
experiences for the individual and are present in the selves of given individuals as
identities that each recognizes and are given recognition by his or her others” (p. 25). The
remembered past forms the structured present. This structured present is the starting point
for all acting in the world.
Perinbanayagam (2000) was heavily influenced by Peirce’s four incapacities of
the formation of self: 1) all understandings of the world are interpretations; 2) every
interpretation is based on past interpretations; 3) all understandings are based on sign
systems; and 4) things which cannot be conceived by the mind cannot be part of these
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understandings (pp. 8-9). Sign systems are thus foundational to how we see the world
and how we act in the world. Acts, as soon as they manifest, are given social significance
(p. 16). Eating, as an act, is one that is a biological necessity for survival, but can take on
the social, religious, and economic meaning in the social field, such as in dating and
religious dietary restrictions or rituals. Symbol is the foundational basis of social
constructions of reality and restricts the field of possible acts (practices). Our
understanding of symbol and their meanings are then crucial to understanding both
people’s perception of the world and how they act in the world.
Through these ideas, we see that identity emerges through sign systems
(Perinbanayagam, 2000, pp. 45-6). Selves do not emerge with the mind, but with
language (p. 31). Language is a system through which we process thought and thus we
cannot escape its rules. However, language is also a social process (p. 26), meaning we
experience it with others and it evolves through that experience. Identities then emerge
within discursive, social structures (p. 83). The repetition of discourse through the
perception of the others fixes meaning. Again, we can see, as with practice and habitus
discussed previously, the repetition of something creating its naturalness. Identity
emerges through three acts: materialistic identification (personal appearance), associative
identification (selective association with people or groups), and vocabularic identification
(explicit narrative constructions of self) (p. 102). Studies of identity then must be a
combination of observation and discussions of associations and narratives.
Perinbanayagam’s poetic self is a conceptualization that provides a space for
structure and agency, as well as symbol and practice. Practice is the space where the self
is created in every act. This act is decided by assumptions about the direct other and the
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generalized other, which is the result of multiple discourses. Sign systems are where
the self is understood, where we make sense of ourselves, but this happens within the
structural constraints of the sign systems.
In this study, there are multiple sets of sign systems, religious and mass mediated.
Examination of the sign systems is important to understanding subjects’ identity and how
they act in the world. As I will show, certain signs become organizing principles for
people’s lives and they proceed through life based on their interpretation of these
important signs. These important signs can be concepts, such as justice or redemption or
they can be actual mass media representations, such as a character with which subjects
identify. These signs tend to cross contexts, going from a religious to a mass mediated
and back to a religious context, and subjects’ interpretation of their religious lives is
influenced by these signs’ movement across contexts. Their religious identity, then, is
tied to these sign systems. Through Perinbanayagam we also see the structures behind
these sign systems. Through use of these sign systems, we can see the power of religious
and media institutions.
Holstein and Gubrium’s Empirical Self
Holstein and Gubrium’s (2000) ideas about narrative identity are similar to
Perinbanayagam’s in their emphasis on practice and language in narrative, but go a step
further to examining the dialectic between practice, sign, and discourse. Holstein and
Gubrium approach the narrative self from the pragmatics of everyday interaction. The
self “is first and foremost a practical project of everyday life” (p. 70). The self is
something actively constructed in everyday interaction (p. 10). Narratives are composed,
not received from external influences (p. 107). The self is also “circumstantially realized”
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(p. 37), meaning that the self is constructed everyday from phenomena and signs
encountered. “Currently, we actively engage in structuring our lives so they appear
individually meaningful, organized, coherent, and responsible” (p. 12). Much of this
structuring occurs in the interaction we have with others using sign systems, again,
everyday. The self is grounded in discursive locations or at the “crossroads of pragmatic
relations” (p. 69). Everyday conversation holds the key to understanding the self. “The
structure of ordinary conversation … provides the scaffolding that supports the discursive
self which constitutes ourselves” (p. 124).
The self is always “at work” or evolving (p. 83). The self occurs in the interplay
between discursive practices, methods in which subjects form understandings of the
world through the attachment and reattachment of meaning to signs and practices, and
discourses-in-practice, the enactment of practices based on the assumptions borne of the
attachment and reattachment of meaning. In other words, the self lies in between the
moment of understanding one’s reality and the actions one takes within that reality. The
results of actions then form a feedback loop to evaluate both the action and understanding
of reality. The self is a continual project, for both the subject and institutions. “In today’s
world of proliferating sites and scenes of identity work, the self is increasingly an
institutional project, something persons must continually manifest as a basis for making
sense of their conduct and relationships” (p. 12). Holstein and Gubrium (2000) note that
the resources provided by institutions can be a site for resistance as well. Thus, in the
example of veiling in Islam, the tension between structure and resistance can exist both at
once, changing situationally.
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One facet of Holstein and Gubrium’s (2000) ideas about narrative identity is
that this self is empirical (p. 10). As a result, the studying of narrative practice reveals the
various processes that help create the self. Meaning is derived from narrative linkages (p.
108). For example, in forming a story of the self, individuals choose certain themes.
Some of the themes discussed below as important to evangelicals, such as fear and
autonomy, could be narrative linkages. These themes then carry with them sets of
meanings and connotations. Narrative options are the available resources that form
narrative linkages (p. 110), meaning the use of some themes will indicate logical
directions for the narrative or story. Narrative editing is the process of selecting elements
of the story (p. 113). This process usually requires the monitoring, modification, and
revision of narratives according to several pressures, including conformity to local culture
or coherency. Thus, elements can be subtracted, altered or elaborated depending on the
current self. Stories change across contexts, indicating narrative elasticity (p. 116). The
degree to which the story can change differs depending on the individual, but the more
elasticity, the more resources are available to create and maintain identity exist. Holstein
and Gubrium (2000) illustrate that stories are shaped by the mechanics of conversations,
such as sequentiality, incitement, prefaces, continuations, and endings (pp. 127-42). Each
of these story elements is utilized as methods of understanding the self in different ways.
But this happens within a larger context. The self is also increasingly an institutional
project (p. 12), public (p. 154) and organizationally embedded (p. 165). Furthermore,
local culture, such as religion and mass media, and the resources such culture provides,
also influence the self (p. 161).

69
Holstein and Gubrium’s unique contribution involves giving a framework for
discovering the tools subjects use to construct their narrative identity through everyday
conversation, which will be discussed below.
Concepts for Religious Narrative Identity
There are several concepts that may be influential in how this process works.
These concepts contain useful proposals for how symbols and practice may interact.
Some of these concepts discuss how structure influences narrative creation, such as with
narrative maps or poetics. And other concepts give greater agency to the individual, such
as with symbolic inventory and spiritual anchors. All of these concepts, however, propose
ways symbols and practices help with the construction and maintenance of identity.
Resources and Maps
Holstein and Gubrium (2000) suggest several sources for forming and
maintaining narrative identity: local culture and organizational embeddedness. Local
culture involves the situated discourse or understandings and assumptions of a certain
area. “Culture, from this perspective, is not a set of prescriptions or rules for
interpretation and action; rather, it’s a constellation of more or less regularized, localized
ways of understanding and representing things and actions” (p. 161). Local culture allows
for many different understandings to exist simultaneously (p. 163) or, in other words, the
oppositions discussed in lived religion. As I illustrated with lived religion, several
meanings, practices or interpretations can exist together in opposition, such as in
evangelicalism the opposition between personal autonomy and giving up oneself to God,
and the individual must resolve those.
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Organizational embeddedness involves membership in any formal organization.
The process of identifying with an organization influences the range of narrative
possibilities for that person. “These establish the going parameters and expectations for
the kinds of self-interpretations that readily ‘make sense’ in the existing institutional
scheme of things; they routinely construct subjectivity according to distinctive
organizational discourses” (p. 167). Holstein and Gubrium (2000) emphasize that
organizational embeddedness is actually an action and through this action, the process of
identification, people gain narrative resources for identity. So, in this study, identification
with religious institutions and media texts can provide identity resources. Furthermore,
there is a local culture element with both systems that may provide identity resources.
Although Holstein and Gubrium (2000) see local culture and organizational
embeddedness as distinct influences, up until this point I have attempted to show how
they can be combined. Lived religion, for example, is about the combining of local
culture and organizational embeddedness.
One way narrative resources can operate is through narrative maps or stories that
provide a route, orientation, and guidance to forming identity for yourself and others in
your particular culture. Pollner and Stein (1996) developed the concept of narrative maps
in their study of Alcoholics Anonymous. As the terminology of maps would suggest, the
concept of narrative maps related primarily to orientation. “In ethnographic research, for
example, informants are invited to function as narrative cartographers when they are
consulted about the history, norms, and dynamics of their community” (p. 204). They
discussed how the stories told at AA meetings reflected the language and logical structure
given to them by those socialized in the organizational language and ideology. Existing
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members provide narrative mappings to indicate where people are and where they are
going. Thus, the map also forms the basis of interpretation of stories. Leaders and
preexisting members are important to the practices and narratives.
Narrative maps work in four ways that affect the speaker and those listening to the
narrative (Pollner & Stein, 1996). First, narrative maps give a chronology, indicating
cause and effect. Second, details of the narrative become a sort of a parable to see the
world. This means, thirdly, that the parable can be applied to many other situations in the
world. And finally, the language and content of the story form the precedence of how
future stories are told. Witnessing in evangelical culture is an excellent example within
religion. The act of witnessing is a testimonial for one’s personal experience with God
usually focusing on transformation with the intent to convert someone to Christianity.
Hendershot (2004) calls witnessing “a deeply meaningful speech act, not simply a
pragmatic conversion tool. The act of witnessing creates and defines the self on its own
and in relation to the community” (p. 124). These witnessing stories not only provide a
case for conversion, but provide a template, guidance and orientation for how to be
evangelical. Griffith’s (2000) description of Aglow testimonies also fit this concept:
“Still, most of those who join Aglow apparently feel that narrative become theirs, almost
effortlessly. They find in this new narrative -- just as other persons find in other
narratives – their ‘real’ identity, as if it were suddenly revealed to them after lengthy
concealment” (pp. 18-19). This dissertation wishes to find other narrative maps,
particularly ones that correspond to mass media.
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Tropes
Perinbanayagam’s (2000) basis of identity in language leads to his conclusion
that the best way to examine identity is through linguistic tropes based on Kenneth
Burke’s work. Tropes are specific types of discourses that organize meaning through
framing narrative (Vila, 2000, p. 232). The self is structured poetically, using tropes of
metaphor (perspective), metonymy (reduction), synecdoche (representation), and irony
(dialectic) (p. 136).
Metaphor is a way of viewing the self in terms of something else
(Perinbanayagam, 2000, p. 138). Perinbanayagam (2000) uses Christianity as the
example here: “Christianity as a religious and cultural field has perhaps provided the
most pervasive poetics of identity in the world today” (p. 139). Perinbanayagam (2000)
goes on to identify the notion of the soul in Christian texts and uses this notion to
illustrate the results of the “soul metaphor” as a way to establish superiority (power),
continuity, and distinctiveness. “In every way, ‘soul’ is a very serviceable metaphor with
which a sense of continuity and differentiation can be achieved” (p. 143). Metaphors can
be connected to Laclau and Mouffe’s work in nodal points (Torfing, 2000); metaphors
are empty signifiers that are filled with meaning, in this case from official religious
doctrine. Other metaphors from Christianity include original sinner (p. 144), baptism (pp.
146-147), and persecution and suffering (p. 148). Perinbanayagam’s analysis is useful,
but suffers from the problems to which lived religion directs our attention. He examines
doctrine, rather than the everyday practice, and lumps large categories of religions
together (Christianity is not a monoculture).
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Metonymies of identity involve the collapsing of identity into something
tangible (Perinbanayagam, 2000, p. 163). Kinship systems are an example here. The
complex notion of self becomes automatically organized according to hierarchies
established through history without reference to local culture, illustrated through the
passing down of names. National and ethnic identities are similar. National identities are
particularly arbitrary in modern life, dependent as some say on “imagined communities”
(Anderson, 1991/2007). These also have a parallel in Laclau and Mouffe’s work in
overdetermination, or the collapsing of meaning into a symbol.
Synedoches of identity occur when the part stands in for the whole person
(Perinbanayagam, 2000, p. 168). These can be described as identity categories, such as
gender, sexuality, or ethnicity. “Claims to being a ‘Christian’ or ‘Buddhist’ or ‘Jew’ are
really synecdochic forms of identification. In these single terms and simple words, an
individual’s religious life, ritual life, values, the food he or she might eat, whom he or she
is likely to marry or eat with, when he or she may eat, perhaps where he or she lives in
some cases, and various other characteristics are denoted and an identity conferred on
him or her” (p. 168). Another way of thinking about synecdoche is as the symbols we
choose (consciously or unconsciously) to represent ourselves in the world. The key to
understanding identity synecdoche is in recognizing the choice of the subject in allowing
the term to stand in for their sense of self (p. 169).
Irony of identity comes out of the dialectic of perspectives (ours and others’)
(Perinbanayagam, 2000, p. 171). This concept can also be interpreted as challenges to
identity. Much of the oppositions of lived religion are recognized here as well as certain
religious philosophy. Ricouer (1995) suggests that the use of paradox can be
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philosophically useful in bringing new understanding. Paradox “bursts” or “ruptures
the ordinary” allowing for new possibilities and new connections and coherences to exist
(p. 60). This allows for truth to change with place and time and become true for people in
the now. The oppositions within lived religion, then, perform important identity-work.
Inventory and Toolkits
Rather than focusing on specific linguistic symbols as the previous theorists have,
Hoover (2006) discusses the mass media as a “symbolic inventory” and Clark (2003) as a
“cultural tool kit” from which religious practitioners draw a variety of resources to
construct identity. While this at first bares resemblance to narrative resources and maps,
there are several points of divergence. Hoover (2006) developed the idea of a symbolic
inventory as a way of conceptualizing how mass media and religious identity interact.
Hoover (2006) found people did use media representations as a symbolic inventory for
their religious identity, but often evaluated, elaborated, and negotiated those symbols to
fit their ongoing efforts to create a coherent sense of self. He notes this is not a
deliberative process, but characterizes it instead as a “playful practice,” which “follows
its own logics” (pp. 275-276). Hoover (2006) does not describe playful practice in detail,
but from his work we gather that this process is one that experiments with how resources
best fit, is highly idiosyncratic, and reflects irony, pleasure, and creativity as much as
rationality and practicality.
The difference between Holstein and Gubrium’s (2000) narrative resources and
Hoover’s (2006) symbolic inventory is that the rules of language and the narrative maps
affect each person similarly, while the polysemic roots of symbols for Hoover really
allow for a multiplicity of ways to implement the same symbols in different and unique
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ways. Furthermore, the narrative resources for Holstein and Gubrium are hyperlocalized to specific cultural contexts. Thus, there is little guidance for symbolic
resources, such as mass media messages, which are seen across many local cultures.
“…What we’ve seen is more of a ‘constructivist’ idea: that the media are significantly
involved in providing contexts and resources to the negotiation and construction of
meanings that can be seen to ‘make sense’ in certain ways and certain places” (Hoover,
2006, p. 280). Other theorists, similarly, note that the power of common symbols across a
pluralistic culture creates a sense of society or commonality. Popular narratives,
sometimes religious in nature and often circulated by the mass media, create a
mythological glue that holds society together (Schultze, 2003, p.190). By being exposed
to the same symbols across different, particularly religious, cultures, different groups
have a common frame of reference to create an imagined commonality, regardless of
whether there really is a commonality.
Clark’s (2003) model of a cultural toolkit is both more all-encompassing
(including practices as well as symbols) and more specific in how it operates on the
individual. Derived from Swidler (1986), this conception of how we use culture assumes
we must develop strategies of action to live a life that has coherency and therefore makes
sense to us. The cultural toolkit with which we do this is composed of “habits, stories,
and worldviews,” which influence our actions and decisions through basic assumptions
(Clark, 2003, p. 10). “In this view, culture is the store of public symbols and stories that
flesh out and reinforce these taken-for-granted understandings of how things should be
done, making those strategies of action seem sensible – even meaningful to people” (p.
10). Decisions are made more to maintain one’s coherent narrative identity than make a
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rational choice. Thus, mass mediated and religious symbols and practices can help
maintain or reinforce these assumptions and therefore narrative identities, which form the
basis of action.
Spiritual Anchors
Swidler (1986) developed the idea that in any narrative identity we must develop
coping strategies to maintain coherency. Swidler (1986) starts at the assumption that
individuals act in the world, not from singular decisions made one at a time based on
rational assessments of interests and values, but from ideas about how outcomes should
fit culture, what she calls “strategies of action.” A clear difference can be seen here
between Perinbanayagam, and Holstein and Gubrium in that they emphasize the power of
every individual act. Her emphasis is instead that subjects weigh many considerations
and discourses in making decisions.
Strategies of action are based on Geertz’s work. “The term ‘strategy’ is not used
here in the conventional sense of a plan consciously devised to attain a goal. It is, rather,
a general way of organizing action (depending upon a network of kin and friends, for
example, or relying on selling one's skills in a market) that might allow one to reach
several different life goals. Strategies of action incorporate, and thus depend on, habits,
moods, sensibilities, and views of the world” (Swidler, 1986, p. 277). The only way to
determine strategies of action would be to ascertain one’s understanding of the world and
one’s place in it, mediated through narrative. Swidler (1986) calls cultural resources that
direct and influence action “anchors.” King (2003) discusses religious congregations as
an example of a spiritual anchor.
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They provide an intentional and coherent worldview that offers prosocial
values and behavioral norms that are grounded in an ideology. Congregations
intentionally teach these values, and members may embody these ideals and
values as well as serve as role models. In addition, the faith community provides
an intergenerational network of enduring, caring relationships through which
youth may wrestle with issues pertinent to identity exploration as well as offer
experiences in which they can explore personal gifts. Finally, congregations offer
a spiritual environment that enables youth to transcend their daily concerns and
encounter a supernatural other and a faith community in a meaningful way. (p.
277)

From this logic of religious congregations as anchors, King (2003) concluded that these
anchors are important to identity formation and maintenance. The concept of anchors is
extremely useful as a heuristic to conceptualize how symbols and practices (from religion
and other cultural resources, such as mass media) may interact with identity. By
definition, anchors connect people “’to the deeper meanings of life and provide solid
answers to the existential questions: Who am I? What is the meaning of life?’”
(Garbarino, as quoted in King, 2003, p. 201). These cultural resources often have clear
symbolic messages that attempt to answer these questions.
From the concept of anchors, we can infer that not every symbol or act has equal
importance in relation to the self. However, picking out which cultural resources are
anchors then becomes the question. Layton, Dollahite and Hardy (2011) looked at a
diverse religious sample and proposed seven spiritual anchors: religious traditions, rituals
and laws; God; faith traditions or denominations; faith community members; parents;
sacred texts; and religious leaders. Their analysis proposes many places where people
may anchor their religious narrative, but their analysis is hurt by the diversity of their
sample. Because this research crossed cultures, philosophies, sects, and even religions,
these anchors are so vague and various in their meaning that it may not be useful at all.
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The concept of God can be many things to many people. This fact is one reason why I
chose to focus on one religious philosophy within one religion.
Anchors, instead, may be similar to the nodal points discussed in Laclau and
Mouffe’s work. These are empty signifiers filled with ideological meaning around which
the self is organized. The process of doing this involves narrative creation. Finding the
important nodal points or anchors in evangelical identity and whether it is influenced by
mass media messages is important in understanding evangelical identity.
Themes in Evangelical Religious Identity
Previous research in religious identity points to several themes that may become
relevant in this study. Some of these themes do come back in discussions with
participants, but many also provide important cultural context for discussions and
eventual conclusions. For example, although not primarily focused on evangelicals, Roof
(1999) found in his longitudinal study of Baby Boomers’ experience of religion, “a
generation of seekers” or a generation that took personal control of their religious selfnarratives and applied religious meaning to their everyday lives. Roof proposes that
spirituality has a high degree of ‘narrative enmeshment,’ meaning that it increasingly gets
pulled into the everyday way people think and talk about themselves (p. 109). Within the
“seeker” mentality, there were repeated narratives of searching for meaning:
reawakenings, feminist journey, evangelical seeking, rediscovery of tradition, and
eclectic seeker. These narratives are, in a way, themes to a spiritual quest. For example,
evangelical seeking involves a remix of older evangelical missionary strategies and
modernist messages with newer technologies, such as the internet. It is still
evangelicalism, and the followers identify as such, but the impetus is on the individual
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and they choose which religious resources to share with the world. As the discussion of
lived religion above would suggest, however, it is unclear how “new” this type of seeking
actually is.
Through longitudinal qualitative interviewing, Roof (1999) identified within
subjects’ religious self-narratives several common themes beyond the seeker mentality
that define modern religious experience: God or the sacred, personal growth, struggles,
the importance of the body, and identity themes. Even though traditional theism is on the
decline, the centrality of God or a universalizing spirit is still common. But narratives of
God frequently aim to connect God to one’s biography or everyday experiences. This
results in a personal God that is increasingly “softer” and less patriarchal. Important to
these narratives is that the self has a divine spark (pp. 100-101). Repeatedly, this research
reflects an individualistic faith. The emphasis on personal growth makes “faith” and
“growth” synonymous in many people’s religious narrative (p. 102). Religion is not just
fluid, fluidity is the goal of religion. Struggle is a natural result of personal growth in
these narratives. Frequently, these struggles are not just with the everyday, but also with
religious institutions, themselves.
Thus, it is not surprising that many Americans, especially feminists, people of
color, gays and lesbians, are engaged in a serious struggle with religious heritages
and interpretations flowing from them; for many of them to talk about religion is
to confront ironies, paradoxes, ambiguities, and inconsistencies that reach deeply
into their lives. (Roof, 1999, p. 104).

Historically marginalized groups in America (women, minorities, gays and lesbians, the
poor, etc.), who have been excluded from power in traditional religious institutions,
search for alternative religious experiences where they feel they can control the meaning
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of religion in reference to their own lives. At times, these groups form a “parallel
church,” such as women’s ministries that give some degree of control to their members
(Roof, 1999, p. 160). Struggles in religious self-narratives can be summarized as: internal
versus external; awareness versus subconscious; peace and fulfillment versus process and
suffering; and positive versus negative (p. 105).
It is useful to further examine Roof’s (1999) findings for born-again Christians
because he identifies them as evangelical in his study. Roof (1999) acknowledges from
the outset that this group is the largest and most visible, and that most of them identify as
evangelical. The narratives that define this group, however, are personal faith, strong
conviction, and the power of redemption (p. 182). “From the standpoint of narratology,
stories about personal experience become ‘enmeshed’ in a larger, shared narrative of
God’s redemptive love” (p. 182). These narratives are not just influenced by official
church activities, but larger popular culture and the spiritual marketplace. Twenty percent
of this group does not attend church, but many of this group watch evangelical programs
on television (p. 184). So the emphasis is on the individual, but the individual sometimes
uses other resources rather than official, institutional resources to feed their narrative. The
emphasis on redemption causes concepts such as transformation, journey, and recovery to
be recurring themes in the narrative. Salvation for evangelicals lies in transformation of
the self through devotional activities (Crapanzano, 2000, p. 35; Griffith, 2000, p. 17).
This group also exhibits an emphasis on relationships, particularly family. Born-again
Christians typically had early religious socialization and were the group that reported the
closest relationship with parents. Roof theorizes that it is this closeness that allows for a
more loving, affectionate and personal version of God (pp. 226-227).

81
Similar to Roof, Clark (2003) looked well beyond evangelicals to focus on the
taken-for-granted narratives in teenagers’ cultural toolbox, which led to a typology of
religious identity centering on the existence of the supernatural. She divided the teens
into resisters, mystical teens, experimenters, traditionalists, and intrigued teens. For our
purposes, it is useful to divide groups between people that maintain the boundary
between religion and the media and those that do not. Mystical and experimenters
regularly blend unofficial religion with official religion. Resisters, traditionalists, and
intrigued teens try and maintain a boundary between what is religion and what is not.
Resisters are resistant to official, institutional religion, but open to other supernatural
concepts. Traditionalists, on the surface, are on the other side of the spectrum; they are
teens with the strongest commitment to official religion and as a result of that they wish
to maintain a boundary between what is and what is not religion. But the process of
maintaining that boundary is similar to the process employed by the resisters. Although,
these groups would probably see themselves as operating from very different
philosophical positions, they take the same route to those positions. Traditionalists see
themselves as rebels, in a sense. For traditionalists, engagement with secular media and
values is the societal norm against which they rebel. Resisters see themselves rebelling
against what I have identified as hegemonic religion. Both resisters and traditionalists see
themselves as critics of society and also critically viewing media. One evangelical teen in
the study noted this in discussing television, which she deemed immoral:
It’s not immoral to watch such programs … because she was able to view them
critically, drawing distinctions between her own religious traditions and those she
believed were supportive of socialism, evolutionary theory, or humanism, as she
termed them. The importance of bringing ‘intelligence’ to this project of
discerning her religious beliefs from those she witnessed on television and in film
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was an outgrowth of the critical skills she felt was necessary to bring to all
endeavors, even her religion. (pp. 146-147)

Most important to this current study, Clark (2003) notes that many traditionalists are
evangelical (p.139). These teens were preoccupied with measuring what they saw in
popular media with their standards of correct morality, derived from their religious views,
but still unique to them.
My study moves beyond teenagers. The theoretical assumption of narrative
identity and this study is that identity is an ongoing process of formation and
maintenance, so the identity-work Clark (2003) discusses happens after the teenage years
as well as during. Second, I intend to further clarify the identity processes of both those
that maintain a strong boundary between mass media and religion and those that blur that
boundary. From studying the lived religion literature and the results of this study, I find
that the firm boundary that Clark (2003) proposes for traditionalists may be overdrawn.
While evangelicals may value certain moralizing about mass media, as it is socially
desirable within their culture, their actual interaction with mass media may in fact blur
with religion more than they would like and more than they would admit.
Clark’s (2003) typology has some overlap with Hoover’s (2006) typology of ways
media and religion intersect. Hoover’s (2006) starting point was discussion of
engagement with the media at three levels: experiences with the media, interactions with
the media, and accounts of the media. All three types of engagement have effects on how
media is interpreted and any interaction with religious identity. Hoover developed a long
list of ways media were negotiated with religious identity derived from the words of
participants: “it moved me,” “it inspired me,” “it leads me to think or behave,” “it
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informs me” about the Other, “I want to identify with it,” “it describes me,” “I describe
myself using it,” “I want to contest/reject/endorse it,” and “I use it to talk with my kids or
others about values and morality” (pp. 206-232). Hoover adheres closely to participants’
experiences by linking it to distinct language used, but studies in this area would benefit
from using this list to develop a typology of negotiations. I divided the list into several
logical negotiations. First, the list can be divided into active influencing, using “it moved
me” or emotional influence, “it leads me to think or behave” or behavioral influence, and
“it inspired me” and “it informs me” or cognitive influence. Second, the list can be
divided into exemplification or reinforcement, using “it describes me” and “I describe
myself using it.” And finally, the last category could be contrast or distancing, using “I
want to contest/reject/endorse it” and “I use it to talk with my kids or others about values
and morality.” Such a typology could provide the next step to developing a more
systematic understanding of religious identity negotiations with the mass media. Within
this typology, we can already see both expressions of lived religion through tension
(contrast or distance) and interpellation (exemplification or reinforcement).
Beyond these more general typologies and themes, some scholars have
sporadically found themes as smaller parts of larger studies. In chapter one, I identified
evangelical philosophy as a Christian doctrine that required the spreading of the word of
God. Marsden (1991) traces the first uses of the term evangelical to the eighteenth
century to describe the revival movements that happened across Protestant
denominations. In this way, evangelicalism is not just a set of beliefs but a style of
worship. Evangelicalism today can be described by five beliefs and practices: belief in
the final authority of the gospels; the historical existence of Jesus as God in accordance
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with the Bible; salvation can only be achieved through belief in Jesus; the importance
of mission work and the spreading of Jesus’ word; and the importance of a “spiritually
transformed life” (pp. 4-5). Each of these elements has a narrative logic behind it. “Belief
in the final authority of the gospels” carries with it the symbolism and themes of those
gospels, including “blessed are the meek” and, as noted above, “to whom much is given,
much is required.” “The historical existence of Jesus” as God implies a relationship
between the transcendent and the immanent, that one gives access to the other. “Salvation
only can be achieved through belief in Jesus” first implies the existence of original sin
and that there is the capacity for redemption. Hendershot (2004) identifies this belief as
one that places salvation solely at the level of the individual. “The importance of mission
work” gives a divine responsibility to followers, who will be held accountable. And
finally “the spiritually transformed life” indicates that it is the state of change that is
important.
Hendershot (2004) provides a detailed study of the growing amount of religious
mass mediated materials proliferating since the 1970s. In their commitment to spreading
the word of God, evangelicals tend to be attracted to the “newest thing,” either
technology or marketing strategy. Schultze (2003) traces this impulse in evangelicals
back to the telegraph. But, the twentieth century, with its unprecedented proliferation and
adoption of media technologies caused a blurring of the evangelical narrative with other
narratives. “The growing Christian market in films, videos, and Web sites, then, is not
evidence of the ‘secularization’ of evangelical culture but rather the complicated osmosis
occurring between the ‘secular’ and the ‘religious’” (Hendershot, 2004, p. 6). For some
evangelicals, media can spread the word of God. Others may use Christian media as a
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substitution in an attempt to avoid secular media. But, most importantly, “such media
both reflect and construct evangelical understandings of the sacred and the profane, of the
saved individual and his or her place in the larger world” (p. 8). As Hendershot points
out, evangelicals would probably disagree with this insight, but there is evidence that at
the very least these media serve as reminders of existing beliefs.
Individual autonomy is a major theme of evangelicalism through which church
structure is deemphasized. Evangelicals have routinely been found to mistrust
hierarchical authority and deemphasize denominations (Bartkowski, 1998; Bobkowski &
Pearce, 2011; Crapanzano, 2000; Farrell, 2011). “Except at the congregational level, the
organized church plays a relatively minor role in the movement. Even the local
congregation, while extremely important for fellowship purposes, is often regarded as a
convenience to the individual” (Marsden, 1991, p. 81). The narrative of conversion is
largely dependent on “atomistic autonomy,” in which lone souls are brought to an
embracing community of God (Schultze, 2003, p. 61). Evangelical churches tend to
emphasize a personal relationship with God rather than one mediated through community
(Good & Willoughby, 2007).
According to Clark (2003), evangelicalism is also colored by its break with
fundamentalism because of the need to engage the world and engage the Bible
intellectually (p. 141). Hendershot (2004) observes that an evangelical being called a
fundamentalist is more likely to be considered an insult than not. One major difference
between the groups is fundamentalism’s commitment to the inerrancy of Scripture.
Evangelicals instead point to less strong statements, such as a “reliance on the authority
of the Bible” (Crapanzano, 2000, p. 36). Bielo (2009) suggests that although strong
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adherence to the Bible is something evangelicals use to signify their religious identity,
actual literalism is rarely used in practice (p. 49). However, where evangelicals and
fundamentalists appear similar is in seeing themselves as the only “true” Christians
(Hendershot, 2004, p. 2). But the difference between fundamentalism and evangelicalism
exposes two of the conflicting themes in evangelicalism; Bartkowski (1998) identifies
these themes as “cultural distinction” versus “cultural engagement” (p. 50). Due to a
directive to spread the world of God, evangelicals must have contact with the world
without allowing the world to influence or touch them. The popular saying in
evangelicalism is to be “in the world, not of the world.”
A curious narrative in the evangelical community is the narrative of evangelicals
as a “beleaguered subculture” (Clark, 2003, p. 29). I call it curious because by numbers
alone, but also in terms of political power, evangelicalism has a prominence and
influence few other religions have in this country. “…There is a great deal of evidence to
suggest that religion, and evangelicalism in particular, is not only accepted but is in fact
close to the expected norms of our society” (p. 29). But, this entrenchment as a perceived
endangered group is one of the influences in the God Gap, or at least in creating the
perception of the God Gap. This narrative of evangelicalism as a “beleaguered
subculture,” is related to this group’s growing political visibility since the 1980s. The
“beleaguered subculture” narrative has become a successful rallying cry for political
groups.
The politics implied by the perceived God Gap, as stated above, relates to a group
of vocal political conservatives associated with the evangelical movement. But, the
reality is more complicated than a default alliance of conservatives and evangelicals. The
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reason for this complication is two conflicting narratives: 1) the importance of
converting others and 2) the emphasis on and respect for personal autonomy. Logically, if
it is good for people to have autonomy, then insisting that you know better than them and
they should give their lives to a group or God seems in contradiction. Griffith (2000)
discusses this opposition in terms of the larger paradox of “surrender and control” (p.
150). While one must submit to a higher power, it is the individual that has the power to
submit. This opposition is continuously evoked in Aglow weight-loss literature and the
structure of the organization itself. Griffith (2000) continues this theme to religious
practice, in which prayer can be both spontaneous and regulated (p.159).
These conflicting narratives can be seen in the mission statement of Christian
Century, a magazine instrumental in shaping the evangelical movement (Alsdurf, 2010).
Christian Century’s mission states both: “the institutional church has no mandate,
jurisdiction or competence to endorse political legislation or military tactics or economic
specifics in the name of Christ,” while at the same time “the Bible is critically relevant to
the whole of modern life and culture—the socio-political arena included” and “the
political achievement of a better society is the task of all citizens, and individual
Christians ought to be politically engaged to the limit of their competence and
opportunity” (Alsdurf, 2010, p. 30). Thus, it is important for individual Christians to be
politically active using the Bible as a guide, but institutions should abstain.
One particular place in which politics and evangelical narrative intersect is in
issues of gender and sex roles. Grasmick, Wilcox and Bird (1990) found a strong
correlation between evangelical beliefs and belief in a strong patriarchal family structure,
which has been replicated in numerous studies (see Gallagher & Smith, 1999). As
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Hendershot (2004) points out evangelical teen magazines present clear differentiation
between girls and boys. “Boys in these magazines are represented as hard and strong,
whereas girls are emotional and weak. Such sexual polarities are consistently deployed in
media advocating chastity” (pp. 88-89). The questions of developing sexuality are
repeatedly turned into therapeutic language of developing strategies of controlling the
body. There is a clear blending of religious and health language. “The words chastity and
abstinence are both used, the former term clearly having overt spiritual connotations.
Abstinence, conversely, is a clinical, medical sounding word that fits unobtrusively into a
discussion of how one ‘struggles’ with sexual ‘issues’” (p. 90). The struggle is, of course,
one of control, which can only be achieved through commitment to God.
Hoover and Coats (2011) in their study of evangelical men found common themes
of essentialist masculinity. Furthermore, the men used mass media to express and
exemplify these themes.
These themes focus on male leadership in the home and in society, male courage
and strength, and male provision and protection. Media examples of these themes,
as expressed by men in our study, include ‘Jack’ on Lost, ‘Andy Taylor’ on The
Andy Griffith Show, ‘Mr. Ingalls’ on Little House on the Prairie, and ‘Luke
Skywalker’ in the Star Wars films. However, one of the most prominent role
models representing the embodiment of this set of themes is the actor/director Mel
Gibson, particularly his turn as William Wallace in Braveheart. (p. 887)

The men pointed to strong leadership and willingness to die for what he believes in as an
important focus for what masculinity is. Of course, in this same study, it was gay
characters, such as those in Will & Grace, that were pointed to as negative portrayals of
manhood, but also moronic husbands juxtaposed with intelligent women, such as Homer
Simpson and Tim Taylor from Home Improvement.
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Evangelical literature for the most part supports a clear essentialist view of
masculinity (Bartkowski, 2000).
According to purveyors of this radical essentialist discourse, manhood is
characterized by aggression, strength, and rationality – qualities that are
counterposed to ‘feminine’ responsiveness, sensitivity, and emotionalism.
Masculinity is also thought to be manifested through men’s long-range vision and
achievement mindedness, again as juxtaposed to women’s apparent penchant for
nuturance and intuitive grasp of life’s ‘fine-print.’ (p. 35)

Unsurprisingly, this essentialist view is centered on the body. Gallagher (2003) notes that
in the time after feminism it becomes difficult to base such an inequality on intellectual
capacity or morality and thus the basis lies in a Biblical hierarchy in which man’s body is
a reflection of God and women a secondary product of that. “The ‘economy of
subordination’ is the model of the Trinity, baked into humanity at creation and the
foundation of strong families and stable society” (Gallagher, 2003, p. 176). This
essentialist view of gender translates into separate roles and spheres for women and men
evangelicals in both the home and in the church. Even evangelical groups that challenge
such assumptions, such as the men’s group Promise Keepers, end up reinforcing gender
assumptions through the creation of a narrative of “men’s problems” versus “women’s
problems.” But, Bartkowski (2000) notes this is not a simple adherence to strict rules, but
rather a “bargain with patriarchy” (p. 51), where individual and everyday negotiations are
made between traditional gender assumptions and the complications of living in the
world. Gallagher and Smith (1999) found similar narratives and strategies of symbolic
traditionalism paired with pragmatic egalitarianism, in which evangelical men often said
they believe men’s role to be head of the household, but in practice and everyday life
often behave with wives as equals.
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While, for the most part, arguing that feminism has been a significant cause of
family decline and maintaining the ideal of men's ultimate authority, evangelicals
nonetheless borrow from the underlying principles of liberal democracy in their
rhetoric of equal opportunities for women and examples of joint decision making
at home. Repeatedly, we heard respondents state, ‘I'm not a feminist, but...’ and
then go on to describe some democratic principle of equal opportunity or equal
pay for equal work. (p. 226)

This bargain with patriarchy or pragmatic egalitarianism is another example of the
blending of local culture with religion to make-do in everyday life and attempt coherency
with beliefs.
Women’s Aglow groups provide a picture of the other side of this blending.
Griffith (2000) found much practice and literature deals with disappointment in marriage,
where the Christian ideal fails to live up to the reality. The message from Aglow
literature and leaders repeatedly emphasizes that submission is still the answer, even to
God in lieu of a Christian husband. Griffith (2000) points to the practice of prayer as a
reconciliation in which “guilt and anger” are transformed into “surrender and acceptance”
(p. 178).
While many outsiders might assume that the conservative Christian women in
Aglow are merely participating in their own victimization, internalizing
patriarchal ideas about female submission that confirm and increase their sense of
inferiority, the women themselves claim the doctrine of submission leads to both
freedom and to transformation, as God rewards His obedient daughters by healing
their sorrows and easing their pain. (p. 179)
Thus, one woman had to “move beyond feminism” because it was “bad for her marriage”
(p. 181). Another version of this deems housework as sacred work (pp. 181-182). This
type of narrative reconciliation between the everyday and the religious can be interpreted
as one of the only ways these women can have some modicum of control.
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In a study of evangelical groups’ use of mass media, Moore (2010) similarly
found that gender roles consistently were a matter of discussion. Women’s groups
struggled with their inequality in the church and argued as to what their role should be.
While many women were clearly the spiritual leader in their household, evangelical
literature and institutions repeatedly encouraged these women to follow their husbands.
Other disagreements were over perceived bias in sacred texts and church literature. “Most
often it is the women who bring up gender issues: as a rule the men do not introduce
topics of gender into the prayer groups unless it is to challenge non traditional
representations of gender … This is in contrast to the women, for whom traditional
representations (and the status quo) were the source of discussion and attempts at
resolving the tension” (p. 109). Gender and media are clearly an important intersection of
the evangelical narrative.
Several authors see evangelicalism’s largest impact on popular culture in the
spread of the philosophy’s notion of evil (Bivens, 2008; Clark, 2003). “Evangelicalism
has not provided the cause for our concerns with evil, but due to the often
unacknowledged connections between culture and the religious heritage of the United
States, evangelicalism has inadvertently provided a framework for thinking about and
representing evil in popular culture” (Clark, 2003, p. 26). Bivens (2008) calls the
intersection between popular culture, conservative politics and evangelicalism “the
religion of fear.”
These pop expressions do representational and rhetorical work for readers and
audiences, linking fears of damnation to a carefully identified range of
sociopolitical practices and beliefs. Such links are accomplished by creating
interpretive frames that identify causes for these perceived ills, invest the
discourse with religious and emotional urgency and situate the criticism in hellfire
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narratives that contend that America’s religious and political fortunes have
plummeted since the 1960s. (pp. 5-6)

Through the religion of fear, Bivens (2008) identifies two instabilities, what I would call
oppositions, that have caused struggles in evangelical identity: the erotics of fear and
demonology within. The erotics of fear involve the consumption of and participation in
symbols and practices that represent evil in an effort to save souls, which displays a
fascination with or even fetishizing of evil. Demonology within involves the maintenance
of a boundary between evil and evangelical identity, but without the Other, evangelical
identity cannot exist. Thus, with both of these instabilities: “The very things which
threaten to undermine the purity of self, which must be expunged, are absorbed into the
very cultures and symbol systems they are said to oppose” (p. 17).
An integral part of evangelicalism relies on the belief of the prevalence of evil in
society, as well as the responsibility to fight evil. This belief is strongly reliant also on
ideas that we live in the End Times and of a spiritual battle between God and Satan
(Clark, 2003, p. 30). Evangelicalism’s requirement to spread the word of God, therefore
had some elements of a fear appeal in trying to bring others to God. According to
evangelicals, the end is near, it’s going to be bad, and so it’s important to turn to God.
Many times this involves reaching out with the mass media and showing just how bad it’s
going to be, including movies such as Thief in the Night and Left Behind (Clark, 2003, pp.
32-35). Although, as Hendershot (2004) points out, evangelical media’s PG-13 versions
of the apocalypse are unlikely to scare especially the non-religious compared to
commercial horror. However, this same symbolism found its way into secular horror. The

93
horror genre in movies, films, books, and video games has a historical rooting in
evangelical doctrine and symbolism.
Tying Together Lived Religion and Narrative Identity: Research Questions
It should be clear at this point that many of these concepts in lived religion,
cultural studies and narrative identity overlap and may fit together. The purpose of this
dissertation is to figure out how. While many previous studies that have been cited here
have brought two of these elements together, many stop short of a systematic analysis of
narrative identity processes regarding religion and mass media, and even fewer
incorporate lived religion as a framework at all. Furthermore, most lived religion research
thus far has occurred in Catholicism and Islam. Research on evangelical lived religion is
scarce. After reviewing this literature, several questions remain for what may be
happening first in the relationship between lived religion, mass media, and religious
identity.
RQ1: What common patterns or themes appear in evangelical Christians’
narrative identity?
RQ2a: How, if at all, do evangelicals use mass media symbols and practices
in their lived religion to construct, maintain, or transform their religious
identity?
RQ2b: Are there patterns of common use?
These first questions are the major questions of this study. They seek to ascertain if there
are common narratives for evangelical Christians and if they use mass media as well as
lived religion in their identity construction. It is important with these questions to keep in
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mind the characteristics of lived religion, especially the blurring of boundaries and
oppositions that may be created from that blurring.
Further research questions are aimed at systematically understanding this
relationship using the theoretical framework outlined in this chapter. RQ3 and RQ4 relate
to some of the questions that emerge from lived religion.
RQ3a: How do evangelicals blur boundaries between official and unofficial
religion?
RQ3b: What is mass media’s role in this blurring?
Clark’s (2003) work suggests that evangelicals wish to maintain the boundary,
particularly, between religion and mass media, while Hoover’s (2006) work hints that this
may not be possible. This question aims to clarify whether such blurring happens, how
common the blurring is, and whether there are common patterns and themes in the
blurring. Any patterns and themes should reflect the cultural context of evangelicals and
may incorporate the themes discussed above.
RQ4: How are oppositions (hybridity, ambivalence, tensile, and irony)
manifested in the use of symbols and practices?
The lived religion literature suggests that any juxtaposition of sign systems will
produce inherent oppositions. In symbol, this means that the meanings of symbols create
a dialectic in which both meanings are changed by their interaction. In practice, Orsi’s
(1997) summary of the forces at play in religious practice (i.e., 1) the limitations of
culture; 2) the role of embodiment; 3) the structures of social experience; and 4) the
tensions which arise within structures) suggest every religious practice produces a matrix
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of oppositions to be analyzed. Beyond these oppositions, however, it is the way people
resolve the oppositions to create coherency that helps form and maintain identity.
RQ5 and RQ6 pertain to some of the questions that emerge from cultural studies.
RQ5a: What types of readings (preferred, negotiated, oppositional) of
symbols come from evangelicals’ use of mass media and religion?
RQ5b: How do readings from one system color readings from the other and
how often?
While much research has been devoted to this in mass media, analyzing types of reading
regarding religion is seldom done. Furthermore, this question also aims to examine the
extent to which these two systems interact.
RQ6 directly relates to the process of creating, maintaining, and transform
religious narrative identity.
RQ6: What specific narrative resources (i.e., anchors, tropes, or maps) do
evangelicals use to construct, maintain and/or transform their religious
identity? What is the specific process of using those resources?
These questions refer specifically to the process of narrative construction. They
seek to evaluate various theoretical viewpoints above, such as Perinbanayagam’s (2000)
use of tropes, Holstein and Gubrium’s (2000) use of narrative maps, and spiritual
anchors/nodal points.
Answering all of these questions will not only inform our understanding of
evangelical identity, but narrative identity processes in general. This study’s goal is to
contribute to literature on the intersection of mass media and religion through clarifying
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relationships there, and to the growing literature on narrative identity by further
clarifying the process of identity construction.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS
My dissertation employs multiple ethnographic methods: participant observation
and qualitative interviewing. The use of multiple methods is an effort to triangulate the
data. The concept of triangulation addresses questions about the validity in qualitative
research (Seale, 1999, p. 53). The idea is to approach the question from multiple methods
so as not to be biased by one method (p. 53).
Ethnographic Methods and Participant Observation
Ethnography is a common method for studying culture, which makes
ethnographic methods ideal for studying lived religion. It is an ideal approach because of
its emphasis on complexity over generalization and its emphasis on everyday symbol and
practice. As with cultural studies and lived religion, ethnography is interdisciplinary and
is concerned with both the shaping of people by structures and their agency in innovation
(Clifford, 1984). Ethnography is rooted in subjects’ everyday lives (Morley &
Silverstone, 1991). Some theorists see ethnography as a philosophical paradigm and
others a method or group of methods. As with all qualitative research, ethnography
carries with it some assumptions: humans use symbols, create rather than discover reality,
and use public and social symbolic acts (Pauley, 1991, p. 2). These are assumptions
shared by both lived religion and cultural studies.
Typically, qualitative research refers to an emphasis on inductive research,
working with unstructured data, examination of a small number of cases, and analysis in
the form of description that examines human actions’ meaning and function (Atkinson &
Hammersley, 1984, p. 248). Ethnography, in particular, rests on several assumptions: 1) a
grounding in theory; 2) the centrality of culture; 3) a focus on the research and writing
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process; and 4) an interest in cultural policy and politics (Willis & Trondman, 2002).
This study contains many of these assumptions, including the centrality of culture in its
focus on two cultural forms, religion and mass media, and an interest in cultural politics,
in its interest in the workings of power.
Ethnographic methods require a wide variety of behaviors and responsibilities for
the researcher. “It is a family of methods involving direct and sustained social contact
with agents and of richly writing up the encounter, respecting, recording, representing at
least partly in its own terms the irreducibility of human experience” (Willis & Trondman,
2002). Lull notes ethnographic observation typically has three parts: 1) observing and
noting routine behavior, 2) observing the behavior in natural settings, and 3) drawing
inferences from the observations (as quoted in Morley & Silverstone, 1991). Open-ended
dialogue with subjects is a key aspect of ethnographic methods (Gunn, 2009). This openended dialogue will enable me to observe everyday conversation, which is important in
creating and maintaining narrative identity as noted by Holstein and Gubrium (2000).
Geertz (1973/2000) outlines ethnographic methods as: “establishing a rapport, selecting
informants, transcribing texts, taking genealogies, mapping fields, keeping a diary,” but
beyond that a “thick description,” in which as much detail and information is given in
reporting (p. 6). This list implies that beyond the data collection and the immersion into
the culture, the process of reporting and interpretation of the information is method in and
of itself.
Within this thick description, the researchers must “sort out the structures of
signification” (p. 9). The interpretation of signs and linkage to structures is a key
component of this method. Practices or behavior, for Geertz (1973/2000), are the
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articulation of culture (p. 17). As with cultural studies and lived religion, sign and
practices form the central objects of study here. Willis and Trondman (2002) similarly
discuss how symbols and practices are the major categories of focus in ethnographic
methods, but, beyond observation, these categories must be linked to larger social
structures through interpretation. These interpretations are always second or third order
interpretations (the first being that of the members of that culture) (Geertz, 1973/2000, p.
15). In ethnographic methods, the research is the relationships (Gunn, 2009), and thus
composed of the wide variety of actions and interpretations associated with any
relationship. “Ethnographer, informants, and to a less direct extent, readers, are engaged
in an open-ended dialogue. It is through this circulation of ideas—not through the
author’s act of inscribing words on the page—that knowledge is produced” (p. 46).
Experience is also a key component to ethnography (Willis & Trondman, 2002).
“Ethnographic research and writing is a dynamic, meaning-making process, just as is
ritual activity. Just as humans create meaning in and through their devotional activities
and ritual encounters, people who write and read academic treatments of these activities
create meaning in and through their textual encounters. Scholars need to recognize and
welcome fluidity in both of these processes” (Gunn, 2009, p. 47). For this study, this
means that the process of gathering data and writing are key moments of meaningmaking.
Ethnographic methods are often used to understand media audiences and religious
participation (Ang, 1996; Gunn, 2009; Jenson, 1991; La Pastina, 2003; Orsi, 2005).
Reception analysis in media studies traces back to the late 1970s or early 1980s, but
became most visible after Morley’s study of experiences watching of the news program
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Nationwide in Great Britain (Ang, 1996; Fiske 1987/2011; Jenson, 1991). Reception
analysis is particularly important in cultural studies because it acknowledges the agency
of the viewer, rather than assuming the primary reading is dominant. “Textual meaning
do not reside in the texts themselves: a certain text can come to mean different things
depending on the interdiscursive context in which viewers interpret it” (Ang, 1996). Fiske
(1987/2011) notes that media ethnographic methods shifted the focus from the textual
and ideological to the social and the historically situated. “It reminds us that actual people
in actual situations watch and enjoy actual television programs. It acknowledges the
differences between people despite their social construction, and pluralizes the meanings
and pleasures they find in television” (p. 63). Reception analysis typically involves
interviewing, observation, and textual analysis (Jenson, 1991). Many of these studies
indicate that it is not just what is watched, but the way in which media is watched that is
important to the cultural meaning of media (Fiske, 1987/2011). This finding is
particularly relevant to the current study in its parallel in ritual theory and the emphasis I
am placing on practice, including media practice, in this study.
Participant observation is an important part of ethnographic methods. “The
epistemology of participant observation rests on the principle of interaction and the
‘reciprocity of perspectives’ between social actors. The rhetoric is thus egalitarian:
observer and observed as inhabitants of a shared social and cultural field, their respective
cultures different but equal, and capable of mutual recognition by virtue of shared
humanity” (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1984, p. 255). This method requires finding
subjects in their own surroundings and acting with them (Zahle, 2012). Participant
observation allows for an establishment of rapport through common actions and symbols,
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while at the same time giving the researcher access to everyday behaviors and
conversation. The amount of participation differs in studies, but always key is intervening
as little as possible. The emphasis on experience discussed above is aided by actual
participation in the community, which gives access to subjects’ “practical knowledge”
(Zahle, 2012). Zahle (2012) discusses how in many studies of practice, subjects are
unable to speak about their practice in a meaningful way and therefore the only access we
have to their interpretations of their practice is through practicing with them.
Procedure For This Study
I performed ethnographic observation and participant research for approximately
seven months within one evangelical Protestant congregation, Jordan Baptist Church, in a
suburb of a major eastern city. (Both the church and any members mentioned are
identified by pseudonyms.) Jordan Baptist Church was chosen because they represent a
diverse community that use mass media currently in their religious practice. Founded in
the 19th century and operating in the same old building since its founding, Jordan Baptist
Church is diverse in its socio-economic, age and racial make-up. This diversity developed
from its history as both maintaining traditional worship alongside more contemporary
worship in a location central to the center of the main part of town. In an environment
with high stained glass windows and dark aged pews, the praise band plays a variety of
serene and raucous Christian contemporary music, creating an interesting contrast in
sensory environment. Prior to my observation period, the church transitioned through
several pastors, which caused deep conflict in the congregation based in politics. By the
time I began to attend, the congregation had worked through this conflict mainly through
an unofficial “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy about politics. The church has a commitment
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to mission work, as shown on their web site as well as participating in active outreach
efforts through the internet. On Saturday mornings, several of the lay leaders cook
breakfast for people in need in the church kitchen. Jordan Baptist Church is affiliated
with the American Baptist Association. Studying Jordan Baptist Church provided
opportunities for me to observe and participate in traditional religious activities as well as
everyday activities involving religious education and exploration.
During my observation period, I not only attended the church on Sundays, but
also participated in classes and service activities in which the churches engage. I also
participated in Saturday breakfast every week, attended women’s ministry dinners and
events, attended college ministry meetings and events, participated in book club and
Christian education classes, and went to more specialized events, such as attending a
sister Haitian church or a lecture on LGBT issues in the church. Through this
participation, I found key informants that generously allowed me to interview them, some
of which invited me into their homes to understand the settings of their everyday lives.
These key informants mainly were lay leaders who had considerable influence on the
congregation’s collective identity.
Qualitative Interviewing
Qualitative interviewing is a tool for ethnographic methods to build observations.
“Interviews are widely used in social research because respondents can act as the eyes
and ears of researchers; interviewees can recall and summarize a wide range of
observations in seconds, which would take weeks and months of observational work to
achieve. They can also speak about things that cannot be observed” (Seale, 1999, p. 59).
Qualitative interviewing also is appropriate to study lived religion because of the
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method’s ability to reveal key symbols and practices central to religious identity and
to allow subjects critical space to describe their religious lives accurately.
The interpretive challenge of the study of lived religion is to develop the practice
of disciplined attention to people’s signs and practices as they describe,
understand and use them in the circumstances of their experiences, and to the
structures and conditions within which these signs and practices emerge. It
includes the work of social agents/actors themselves as narrators and interpreters
(or reinterpreters) of their own experiences and histories, recognizing that the
stories we tell about others exist alongside the many and various stories they tell
themselves. (Orsi, 2003, p. 172)

Many lived religion researchers (Berger & Ezzy, 2009; Jeldtoft, 2011; Roof 2009) and
cultural studies researchers studying religion and media (Clark, 2003; Hoover, 2006) use
qualitative interviewing to further investigate the role of identity, media and religion.
The only way to get at the narrative identities suggested by Holstein and Gubrium
(2000) is through engaging in everyday conversation with subjects. A more formalized
interview process will then fill in gaps from both observations and interaction. It will also
allow for elaboration on what is observed. Qualitative interviewing “is used as an attempt
to understand the complex behavior of members of society without imposing any a priori
categorization that may limit the field of inquiry” (Fontana & Frey, 1994, p. 366).
Traditionally, unstructured interviews are led by the need to strike a friendly tone with
participants (p. 371). The interview moves from general questions to more specific ones
(p. 371). The interview should attempt to create a shared meaning for both the
interviewer and the participant, which includes the context of the interview (p. 371).
From this perspective, it is the dialogue between the researcher and the participant that
produces the data. Creating dialogue requires a give-and-take in which the researcher is
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an active participant. This give-and-take moves beyond what is said to also how it is
said, meaning nonverbal elements are also important in interviews (p. 371).
Qualitative interviewing has its challenges. As with participant observation,
qualitative interviewing requires the establishment of trust with participants (Fontana &
Frey, 1994). Fontana and Frey note that the essence of qualitative interviewing is “the
establishment of a human-to-human relation with the respondent and the desire to
understand rather than to explain” (p. 366). Language can pose a considerable barrier to
unstructured interviewing as there is a complexity and ambiguity in all uses of language
(p. 366). Each culture has its particular use of language unique to it. I do have some roots
in the evangelical community and therefore do speak some of the language. But as
Fontana and Frey suggest, I also use key subjects to help me interpret the culture I
observe (p. 367).
Procedure For This Study
Through my ethnographic observation and participation, I identified subjects to
further interview for this project. Choosing subjects was dependent on a variety of
factors, including willingness to be interviewed, amount of participation in the church
community, and uniqueness or similarities to other participants. During my seven month
observation period I interviewed eleven key informants. Interviews were conducted at
their home, at the church, or at a restaurant of their choosing. Interviews conducted at
subjects’ homes allowed for a better understanding their everyday lives. It was
interesting, however, that interviews at restaurants also provided insight into the identity
of the subject, including observations made from choice of restaurant and interaction with
others at the restaurant. For example, while interviewing Paige at a restaurant it was
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discovered that the waitress was a former student of hers. Both the recognition by the
waitress after many years and Paige’s response to the student provided new insights into
who Paige was.
Qualitative interviewing allowed me to get longer narratives from the perspective
of my subjects as well as further identify important symbols and practices. Through these
longer narratives, I found patterns or variations. It also allowed for clarification of what I
observed and to check some of my interpretations for accuracy.
Appendix A contains the preliminary list of questions for qualitative interviews. I
expanded these questions and added individual questions for subjects based on my
observation. In addition to the questions that are generated from the participant
observation, I focused my questions on media use, including their media practices. Media
texts that participants indicate as particularly important formed another line of
questioning, including interpretations of any religious messages. As Hoover (2006) notes
it is also important to understand participants’ general thoughts about media as an entity.
Also, several questions result from the “playful practice” of participants using the
typology adapted from Hoover. Other follow-up questions developed from the discussion
of some of these basic questions.
Ethical Concerns
Ethnographic methods raise some ethical issues, the most important of which
being the issues of interpretation and representation. Gunn (2009) notes an ever-present
power imbalance between the subjects and the ethnographer. This power rests on the
power of representation and, in a way, an ability to create the subjects. The ethnographer
is the instrument in ethnographic methods and as such cannot escape ideological or

106
historical influences (Clifford & Marcus, 1984). Thus fact highlights Geertz’s
assertions that ethnographies were fictions (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1984, p. 254).
“Ethnographic truths are thus inherently partial – committed and incomplete” (Clifford,
1984, p. 7). Ethnography has the difficulty of reinterpreting individuals’ interpretations in
a way fair to the participants (La Pastina, 2003, p. 125). By including as much of the
participants’ voices as possible in the study, some of the reinterpretation can be
mitigated. Furthermore, the sharing of conclusions with participants, whenever possible,
may also help give participants voice and improve my conclusions. In fieldwork, the goal
is also not to privilege some accounts over others (Seale, 1999, p. 58). The correction for
many of these ethical issues involves making the description as thick as possible,
allowing subjects when possible to speak for themselves and keeping all ethnographic
research as reflexive as possible.
In an effort at both transparency with my subject and acquiring as accurate data as
possible, at several points throughout my study and the writing of this dissertation, I
shared data and conclusions with participants. After qualitative interviews, participants
were invited to review the transcripts and correct and/or elaborate on any points made.
After some portions of the dissertation were completed, particularly the focus on certain
participants in chapter six, those portions were shared with participants and comments
were invited. Finally, after the completion of the final dissertation, I have committed to
share the entire work with participants who have requested.
A Note on the Researcher’s Perspective
A major source of potential bias in ethnographic methods is the bias provided
from the researcher’s perspective (Clifford & Marcus, 1984). Because I am my research
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instrument, I necessarily have to filter the information through my perspective. It is
therefore necessary also to address issues of positionality. How does my position as a
white, female, Christian academic influence my research and interactions with my
participants?
In many ways, my identity gave me access to my participants. Although Jordan
Baptist Church was a diverse atmosphere, congregants still divided into smaller groups
that resembled each other. I did not detect that my race was relevant to my interactions,
but my gender gave me access to many women’s activities (book club, teas, etc.) that I
would not have had access to otherwise. Despite the traditional hierarchical gender
structure of the Baptist faith, I did not detect any problems with my gender in interacting
with subjects. There were occasions when my perspective as a woman colored my
perception of what was happening in church. One Sunday, Christian education centered
on the divorce and whether divorce was ever justified in the Christian tradition. Pastor
Tim gave a very scholarly account of verses in the Bible that address divorce and gave
the verses historical and cultural context. We split into groups to discuss. The final
portion of the program was a short testimony from a woman representing a women’s
shelter, dealing primarily with abused women (field notes, October 13, 2013). As the
program wore on, I became increasingly upset and uncomfortable. There seemed to be a
separation between “deserving women,” for whom it was okay to leave, and
“undeserving women,” who clearly are sinners. My discomfort was first with the placing
of the bulk of the responsibility with women, and second an oversimplification of a
messy social relationship. My notes from this day are a bit of a mess. I had experienced
much of what was being discussed that day first-hand, whereas many of the nuclear
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families there had not. It highlighted my difference from them as well as interfering
me from viewing this episode as dispassionately as I probably should have.
The deserving/undeserving discourse was one I witnessed elsewhere, where I was
equally uncomfortable. In discussions of the homeless, there was frequently this
dichotomy created in which we should help the deserving poor (those who work and are
poor because of circumstance) and undeserving (those who do not work and perhaps also
have vices, such as substance abuse) (field notes, August 11, 2013). My discomfort here
also had to do with my social position, current and past. My class position was different
from some of the congregation. A lot of the congregation was middle to upper middle
class. As a graduate student, I am not. But moreover, I have had experience with being
poor enough to worry about from where the next meal was coming. My early experience
with church was being an outsider because my mother worked for the church and we
were treated as employees and outsiders. Sometimes, when participating in Saturday
breakfast, where the church fed the homeless, I felt more in common with the people
being fed than the people feeding. My experience with poverty definitely colored my
characterization of the deserving and undeserving poor. My understanding of my
subject’s class positions made some of their experiences difficult for me to understand.
My self-identification as a Christian probably also gained me access to many of
my participants. It also was an obstacle in that it required me to repeatedly remind people
why I was there. When it came time for me to leave, several participants lobbied for me
to continue worshiping there. My position as a Christian probably also made me more
sympathetic and positive about participants’ perspective. It is easier for me to understand
faith and the mental gymnastics maintaining faith sometimes requires. My initial
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assumption that people spend time working with and thinking about issues of faith
comes from my own religious experience.
My experiences growing up in evangelical communities in the South provide a
unique perspective to this research. I no longer affiliate with these groups, but my own
identity was formed within that environment and, in many ways, in contrast to it. I do
have the advantage of understanding much of the language and ideological assumptions
from an insider’s perspective, while remaining outside as both a researcher and a former
member. Throughout my research I found understanding the basic theology provided
both a shortcut in conversations to deeper thinking, but also gained me a certain amount
of credibility and social capital with my informants. By showing that I understood the
stories and ideas in their faith, I showed that I cared about their faith and I could safely
represent them in my study.
There were times when this background was a problem, however. Sometimes my
queries based in my experience as a Southern Baptist led my informants to believe that I
didn’t “truly” understand the faith, leading to uncomfortable situations with both
implications that I never was a Christian and a perceived opening to convert me. For
example, I noticed a very emotional response to baptism during my time at the church.
Adult baptism is a major tenet of the Baptist faith. It is important in that Baptists believe
that coming to God should be a choice based in real experiences only when a person is
old enough to handle that choice. Baptism is a sign of deep commitment and
transformation for practitioners. I was baptized myself as a teenager. The several
baptisms I witnessed during my observation period (field notes, May 19, 2013;
September 15, 2013) were different than my experience with baptism, however.
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Congregants would get visibly emotional when watching and discussing baptism. At
times, informants would tear up or get choked up when talking about others’ baptisms.
This strong emotional response was something I did not understand and so in later
interviews I began asking people. The responses I received were the most uncomfortable
moments for me of any interviews because of the assumptions and judgments participants
made about my own religious experiences. Participants interpreted my inquiry as a
misunderstanding based on a lack of faith and true experiences with God. For me,
however, despite my break with the denomination, my experience of baptism was just as
valid as theirs, although less outwardly emotional. Breaching the subject also provided an
opening for proselytizing, which was also uncomfortable considering my desire to
maintain everyone’s awareness that I was not there for religious reasons.
Mitch: … I think for most people, they’re… at least it is for me, it’s a
remembrance of when you came to Christ. Now baptism isn’t a time where you
actually… it’s not a transformation at that time. It’s just an outward expression
[of] that time that occurred before baptism. And I think that’s what people
remember. And what a lot of nonbelievers don’t understand is that time when that
occurs is just how real, that’s very tangible. It’s not something that’s, you know,
fluff or anything out there. There’s a very emotional and spiritual, almost
physiological happening there, and people, I think when they see that, it touches
you. In that sense, it’s a very deep emotional type of thing that they’re linking into
from their own personal experience, and you wouldn’t go through all that unless
something like that actually occurred to you. You know what I’m saying? So I’m
sure there’s plenty of people who go through baptism and whatnot just to be part
of the club or whatever, which for those who were truly saved…
Paige: And sincere, right?
M: …and sincere, you know, that’s the connection and that’s why they’re… so if
you go to a church, and I would have to question the sincerity of the church if you
would go through a believer’s baptism and not have anybody react that way. I
would have to say there are some red flags, some questions would arise for me
anyway. (personal communication, September 22, 2013)
It’s hard to interpret Mitch’s comments as anything other than an indictment and
dismissal of my own very real experiences as a teenager. All this does reveal certain
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cultural assumptions of the group that this emotional response is a necessary part of
this ritual. However, it is still uncomfortable to have my experiences invalidated, and, as
a human being, I am not immune to the tension this creates between my participants and
myself. These types of experiences did not happen often, but were barriers to developing
trust with informants.
Finally, my position as an academic set me apart as an outsider as well as giving
me the power to speak for these people, requiring some responsibility on my part.
Participants were well aware of my role as an academic and that awareness ranged from
jokes about my note-taking to inquiries about my progress. Henry at times would ask me
if I could cover his Christian education class because I was a teacher (I did not). But my
role as an academic was mitigated by the ways that I tried to minimize my influence on
my participants. It is just as important to know when to put the notebook away as when to
take notes. My power position in speaking for these people is a much bigger problem. In
order to mitigate that issue, I have shared portions of this dissertation with my subjects
and will share the completed dissertation when I am finished.
Data Analysis
As discussed above, interpretation is actually a part of ethnographic methods, the
process of taking the observations and organizing it according to the theoretical focus. “It
is difficult to talk about data in an ethnographic project. The whole process, in a way, is
part of the data, or better yet, is data” (La Pastina, 2003, p. 129). Qualitative research
cannot separate the processes of data-gathering, interpretation and writing (Pauley, 1991,
p. 21). Therefore, analysis starts at the moment of note-taking and transcription. A field
journal was kept for the participant observation. In note-taking, religious symbols and
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practices were noted as well as any mass media symbols and practices that arose.
Each symbol and practice weree noted as to whether the symbol or practice is
emphasized, discussed, taken-for-granted, or given a central place in the larger religious
meaning. Then, any oppositions were noted whether from interaction with other symbols
and practices or from internal logic of the context that may occur for participants. Initial
notes were taken by hand at the time of observation. At times, note-taking impeded how
open some of the congregation was, for example at Christian education classes. There
were times I had to put my notebook away so people did not feel they were being
scrutinized. Other times that did not allow real-time note-taking were at Saturday
breakfast when I had too much to do. In these instances, I recorded the observations as
soon as possible after the fact. I was also able to obtain weekly recordings of church
service, which I then transcribed. With permission, all interviews were recorded and
transcribed. I provided participants with transcripts of the interview and invited them to
check the transcript for accuracy as well as encouraging them to contact me if they
wished to elaborate or clarify anything from the interview.
From these examinations of notes and transcripts, a running list of symbols and
practices was created. This list will allow for finding possible repetition among
participants and differences in interpretation among participants. In examining the list of
symbols and practices, I looked for frequencies of occurrence and prominence or
emphasis of the particular symbol and practice. The symbols and practices had to occur
more than just several times and be highly emphasized to be analyzed and found relevant.
For example, the emotional response to baptism mentioned in the previous section
occurred in nearly every instance of discussing the ritual of baptism with participants. I

113
also paid particular attention to any media texts mentioned or used, how it was used,
and readings that resulted from that media text. Patterns of media interpretation and use
were noted and form the bulk of the results of this study. Here, I also used frequency of
occurrence as my metric to inclusion of the study. Often, participants’ media
interpretation was fairly internally consistent and thus analyzed. For example, in the sixth
chapter, I analyze participants’ spiritual anchors. Each of these anchors was revealed
consistently throughout my interaction with the participant. Furthermore, in instances
where patterns were less consistent or I was not able to interact or follow up with
participants enough, I did not report those patterns. Media texts that were revealed to be
particularly important to participants were analyzed. These include movies that were
shown in church service or other activities, books used in classes or ministries, and
movies mentioned as particularly religiously meaningful to participants. The analysis of
these media texts was used to further understand how symbols were interpreted by
participants.
Limitations
One of the greatest limitations with ethnographic methods is that it trades the
ability to generalize and discuss phenomena on a societal level for complexity and detail.
Carrington (2001) notes that contemporary cultural studies benefits from its ethnographic
turn, but the method makes it difficult to link micro symbols and practices to macro
structures. But Murphy and Kraidy (2003) counter this: “Ethnographic inquiry, with its
base in local practices and the performative features of culture, offers the material to
bridge the gap between meaning and structure without losing sight of the complexity,
context and inherent power imbalances of cultural consumption” (p. 15). These
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individualized practices “echo hegemonic culture” (p. 14). Furthermore, Geertz
(1973/2000) agrees that social actions, though small, have greater meaning. “Social
actions are comments on more than themselves; that is where an interpretation comes
from does not determine where it can be impelled to go. Small facts speak to large issues,
winks to epistemology … because they are made to” (p. 23).
One possible way to guard against methodological or other bias is to evaluate the
study based on the assumptions of qualitative research. Christians and Carey (1989)
proposed four criteria for evaluating qualitative studies: naturalistic observation,
contextualization, maximized comparisons, and sensitized concepts (p. 359). Naturalistic
observations means observations conceived within the logic of the subjects (an emic
perspective) (pp. 360-362). Contextualization emphasizes culture as a system (p. 364).
Sensitized concepts involve the forming of meaningful categories (p. 369). Throughout
this dissertation, I attempt always to place my observations within the context of the local
culture and larger theological culture. I also attempt to provide as much of my
participants’ voices as possible. Through the sharing of transcripts, I have attempted to
allow a further dialogue about their religious views. Finally, the patterns of narratives
provided in the proceeding chapters have occurred repeatedly in the data of all the
methods of the study. It is not possible to record all the instances of these narratives,
instead the best examples are explored in detail.
This dissertation has the potential to contribute in many ways. First, this
dissertation could provide a guide for future research, exposing patterns of narrative
identity. Second, this dissertation could clarify the still fuzzy relationship between mass
media and religion. And, finally, this dissertation could uncover a clearer picture of
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evangelical religious identity, one of the first examined through the lived religion
framework.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS: NARRATIVES ABOUT MEDIA AND MEDIA USE
Pretty early in my observation period, I realized that participants’ narratives about
media and their media use were foundational to any other identity narratives. My first
Sunday at the church involved a children’s sermon about how social media and smart
phone use hindered religious practice and a sermon in which two movies (Shawshank
Redemption and Babette’s Feast) and the Phillies were used as instructional reference
point for common feelings and experiences (field notes, March 24, 2013). The narratives
the congregation was receiving about media within religious instruction were filled with
implicit assumptions about the value of media and appropriate use of the media, both
media content and as a delivery device. But even outside this official religious
instruction, people grappled with these narratives about media they received from a
variety of sources. Early conversations with participants showed a rich reflection on the
use of media in their lives, including a conversation about the complicated religious
message of the film, Life of Pi (field notes, April 28, 2013) and a discussion and
demonstration of how one congregant prepared for worship using email as a study guide
on her iPhone (field notes, June 9, 2013). These were anecdotes readily provided to me,
generally unprompted. It was clear participants used media religiously and thought about
media religiously.
In order to examine what people do with media, it is first necessary to recognize
that the concept of “media,” itself produces cultural and social evaluations that may affect
people’s interaction with media and therefore their narratives about themselves and
media. Hoover (2006) also noted this in his study of religion and media. As discussed in
chapter two, Hoover discussed engagement with the media at three levels: experiences
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with the media, interactions with the media, and accounts of the media, the latter of
which involves constructing narratives about the media. “These are the received public
scripts according to which we position ourselves as media audiences. These scripts are –
in the area of media – what James Carey has called the ‘publicly available stock’ of
images and ideas through which we understand ourselves in our social and cultural
contexts, and what Ellen Seiter has called ‘lay theories of media effects’” (p. 88). Hoover
discussed these accounts mainly in terms of explanations for why people’s description of
media behaviors differed from their actual behaviors. Specifically, Hoover posits that
people’s accounts of media prevent them from recognizing the actual effect media have
on their religious life because the common narrative is that there is no place for media in
religious thought and identity (p. 206). Thus, how we think about media also has bearing
on how we think about ourselves.
Following Hoover’s lead, in my interviews I asked what participants thought
about media as well as their media use and specific readings of media texts. What I found
was both confirmation and contradiction of Hoover’s findings. At times, these narratives
have direct bearing on media use and narratives about the religion and the self.
Specifically, I found several common narratives about media that affect narratives of self,
including narratives about: “good” media versus “bad” media, media untruth, negative
portrayals of Christianity, immorality, powerful media influence on society and
individuals, and media as a common culture. It is important to note the evidence of these
narratives about media were not just present in the interviews I conducted, but in the
everyday interaction of congregants in their religious life. In this chapter, I will discuss
each narrative and their possible ramifications for construction of religious identity.
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“Good” Media versus “Bad” Media
Narratives about media are the result of social and cultural scripts, and so
logically many ideas about societal norms and ideals are wrapped up in these stories.
Hoover (2006) discussed these indirectly when analyzing the distance between his
subjects’ ideal self and their media behavior. What is really being discussed here,
however, is Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital. Cultural capital is the concept that
certain cultural knowledge and behavior becomes preferred through association with
better social status (Bennett & Silva, 2011; Bourdieu, 1980; Fiske, 2011). The acquisition
of cultural capital can have real economic value in that these behaviors and knowledge
can be rewarded by increasing social status (Fiske, 2011). Historically, the effect of
cultural capital is seen in the demarcation between “high” and “low” art (Fiske, 2011, p.
18). Knowledge of and consumption of high art, such as classical music or painting, can
be used as a standard to judge a person’s intelligence and character and assess whether
such people can be allowed in the circles of a higher class. Early cultural studies scholars
noted that such a conclusion was not based purely on assessment of intelligence or
character, but rather implicit economic factors (During, 2007). But through the
replication of social practices around art, standards of “good” and “bad” art were also
reproduced. Thus, through the exercise of social power, criteria for “good” and “bad” is
established as “fact” rather than constructed, hiding the link between culture and class.
The classification of high and low art is contested, but even within the low art of
popular media there exists a hierarchy. These types of manifestations of cultural capital
can be found in previous work in media and religion, such as Hoover’s (2006) discovery
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that certain types of media are more socially acceptable than others, namely music
over television (p. 133; 135). “Nearly all of the families expressed the idea of a
‘hierarchy’ of acceptable media that saw the so-called ‘screen’ media (with the exception
of film for some) as lower in the hierarchy than reading or the use of the Internet for
information-gathering” (Hoover, 2006, p. 202). Clearly certain media was seen as higher
in cultural capital because of the more socially desirable information-gathering function,
but music was also preferred over screen media, which shows a hierarchy of
entertainment as well as function.
Similarly, in my study, there was a distinct hierarchy in the self-report of media
usage. Television was at the bottom of that hierarchy. Most subjects interviewed reported
low levels of television usage (a range of three hours a day on average to none at all).
This low level could be just that, but the subjects could potentially be under reporting
their usage. Self-report is highly susceptible to social desirability bias (Vazire & Mehl,
2008). Younger participants (ages 20-21) reported no substantial television watching at
all. Some live television watching was displaced by watching television content through
internet streaming platforms, such as Netflix. Indicating that it is television as a delivery
device that is out of favor, more so than television content, which participants were
watching in other ways. In light of this, it may require more research into television as a
preferred or not preferred medium to answer this question. However, this lack of
emphasis on television was also evident in the living space of some of the younger
participants. I visited the college ministry house twice, which was the residence of four
college-age church attendees. The first time I visited the only television was an old
cathode ray tube television, which was replaced within a month by a computer monitor
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hooked up to a laptop that provided movies and television shows (field notes, August
11, 2013; August 27, 2013). The college-age participants consistently indicated that
television watching in particular was not something they would devote the time to do or
spend the money to do (for example paying for cable) (Amber, personal communication,
November 22, 2013; Dennis, personal communication, November 6, 2013; Lindsay,
personal communication, October, 7, 2013). For example, one participant indicated he
would only watch in social situations and otherwise would rather spend his time
elsewhere:
Researcher: And, for media usage, how often do you watch television?
Dennis: During the school year? None at all.
R: Seriously?
D: Seriously. Zero hours during school. When I’m not in school, maybe, like
between a half hour to an hour-and-a-half a day in the summer, but only if there’s
people with me. I can’t really watch it alone. I just don’t. (Dennis, personal
communication, November 6, 2013)
It appears that watching television (particularly traditional forms of watching television)
is perceived as socially undesirable, perhaps displaying its low cultural capital.
Perhaps even more interesting were the distinctions made within television
watching about preferred media content. Watching television news was nearly always
mentioned first and prominently, often mentioned as an answer to the question asking to
estimate the amount of television watched. For example, Maxine, a 71-year-old retired
teacher, when asked to estimate her television watching both only answered she watched
the news and then skipped to another medium entirely:
Researcher: So how often would you say on average you watch television?
Maxine: Watch the news almost every day. And I have a tendency to go on the
internet, check my email and I’ll check the headlines. I’m not real deep into
things, but I… and if I see something that really interests me, then I’m going to
delve into that more. (personal communication, October 11, 2013)
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This type of response was not unusual. The answer to the question “on average, how
much do you watch television” was “I watch the news.” Matt, 70, similarly did not
answer the question, but instead danced around to tell me what he did not watch: “I
watch, I mean… if there’s a sporting event on, basketball, college basketball. I don’t…
you could… I don’t think I’ve ever watched in an entirety a reality show” (Matt, personal
communication, November 30, 2013). Matt had difficulty articulating his behavior in
terms of positive report, instead ruling out what he emphatically wanted me to know he
did not watch. Sports was the second most frequently shared media text people reported
with many using reality television as the example of what they definitely did not watch.
These findings are consistent with Bennett’s (2006) study of cultural capital and
genres on television. Through analysis of surveys, qualitative interviewing, and focus
groups in the United Kingdom, Bennett grouped television genres into low, middle and
high legitimacy. News belonged to high legitimacy, sports to middle, and reality
television to low. Participants in this study may watch the news every day, but their
outward association with the genre first and foremost as the most prominent television
they watch is an attempt at gaining cultural capital. Bennett’s large study with
representative samples indicates a hierarchy in mass media content. Although when the
cultural context changes the hierarchy should change as well. Thus, examining
Americans may provide different results. However, the hesitation I found in this study to
share information about television watching along with the association with the same
high legitimacy forms of television Bennett found (as well as distancing from low
legitimacy forms) may indicate that participants’ narratives about media are heavily
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influenced by ideas about cultural capital. It is less socially acceptable to watch
reality television than to watch the news. Furthermore admitting to watching reality
television is really admitting to the status of person you are. Conversely, by displaying
your consumption of news, you are also indicating the status of person you are. The
perception of low or high legitimacy of particular media texts affects whether people
identify with those media texts or perhaps use them for identity-work.
Maxine’s switch from television to the internet mid-question also characterizes
something further on the media hierarchy: that internet usage was preferred above all
other media usage, more so than reading and music as discussed in Hoover’s (2006)
study. Questions that sought to assess an average for internet usage often were dismissed
outright with answers such as “all the time” or “all day long” with the tone and
expression that it is a ridiculous question because that is how it is supposed to be. Indeed
the social acceptability of internet usage, even social media, was something witnessed in
practice. Cell phone use in church, although not common, was present. At times, I noted
checking and updating Facebook, checking email, and other glances at the phone, which
could not be assessed from my vantage point. Eventually, an announcement was added to
the PowerPoint that cycles on the projector before church to turn off cell phones, basing
the request on a Bible verse, Psalm 62:5: “For God alone in my soul waits in silence, for
my hope is from him” (field notes, October 13, 2013). Along with Pastor Tim’s sermon
against the technology as distracting us from what is important (field notes, March 24,
2013), the announcement indicates a continuing effort by church leadership to separate
people from their phones during religious worship. I saw no difference in behavior
following the addition of the announcement. Facebook was often discussed as a positive
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innovation in interviews, regardless of age. In one instance, Pastor Tim even noted to
a congregant that one particular sermon about an item in the news was inspired by a
Facebook post by another pastor encouraging religious leaders to speak out (field notes,
July 14, 2013). The positive narrative about internet-related media, particularly
Facebook, could potentially lead to the perceived acceptance of use of cell phones during
service and increased use for identity-work.
During events, such as baptisms and dedications, cell phones were heavily used as
photo and video capture devices (field notes, May 19, 2013). During these occasions,
congregants, often relatives but not always, would leave the pew and come into the aisles
to get a better angle to take photos or video. This is actually a disruption of the scripted
behavior of staying in the pews, indicating both a social acceptability and the importance
taking photo and video has. The movement and sometimes flash of the camera can be
distracting to both audience and those participating in the ritual. Recording the moment
takes precedence over even some religious experience because distracting people from
the experience is allowed.
The omnipresence of recording devices has two possible meanings. One, that the
recording devices are now integral to the ritual itself. If this is the case, then media
devices could become themselves a sacred object. Furthermore, the ritual will be changed
by this requirement of recording. Rather than concentrating on the inward experience, the
focus changes to creating a photogenic experience. Certainly these rituals have always
been performative and part of the purpose was in expressing something outwardly, but
displaying something for fellow congregants is different than displaying something for
the camera. Here photo-taking practices and religious practices can get mixed up and
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change the nature of the ritual. The second possibility is that narrative here is that the
experience is not as important as preserving the experience, which can only be
accomplished accurately through these devices. This finding is particularly surprising
considering the previously mentioned deep emotional attachment this particular
congregation had to the practice of baptism. While implicitly condoned in this
congregation, other congregants in a number of other religious contexts have lamented
the prominence this technology has in religious ceremony. A simple search for “taking
photos in church” produces much debate as to when, if ever, it is appropriate and how.
Many blogs paint pictures similar to the one I describe or worse: “This is following four
baptisms today, one of which had the most appalling continuous paparazzi style flash
photography throughout, including through the Lord's Prayer, as a result of which I have
to write into baptism confirmation letters some guidelines on photography which will
probably also be put into the wedding guidelines too” (Shanne, 2011). And implied in
this debate is the effect such technology use has on worship and religious thought. As one
Catholic clergy noted: “Real life and actual experience are the point. Further, in the
Liturgy, the worship and praise of God, the experience of His love, and attentiveness to
His Word are the point. Cameras, more often than not, cause us to miss the point. We get
the shot but miss the experience. Almost a total loss if you ask me” (Pope, 2014).
No one in the Jordan congregation seemed to notice this practice, indicating an
invisibility, normalcy and appropriateness of the behavior. But in more “unusual”
technological circumstances, such as the use of PowerPoint and YouTube videos,
congregants and the pastor had explicit expectations that would seem to conflict with the
use of photos in this way. “I think the role of technology should be a tool to probably
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achieve those two main ends: one, communicating the message, and, two, providing a
place, an opportunity to connect with God in some way shape or form” (Pastor Tim,
personal communication, December 11, 2013). Pastor’s Tim’s point here that all
technological practices in worship should serve a religious purpose is one with which a
lot of congregants agreed in separate conversations. “I think that it’s all about intention.
Like, are you doing this to go with your teaching? It’s the same in education. Are you
using this to go in your teaching or just because you have to use it? You feel like using it
or you like it. Does it actually make it better does it get your point across?” (Dennis,
personal communication, November 6, 2013). The congregant’s point here brings
forward several observations. First, the indicated “strangeness” of PowerPoint and video
practices and the “normalness” of photo-taking practices exposes how embedded these
practices are with certain aspects of religious life themselves. What does it mean about
baptism (and weddings) that photo-taking is such an integral part? In weddings, where
part of the expressed purpose is often public display, perhaps photo-taking as a central
feature has a consistent logic. But in baptism, where the expressed purpose is often
personal transformation (although often with a degree of public display), does it become
problematic that there is an emphasis on appearance and preservation of appearance?
Despite my conversations with congregants about how personal and emotional the
practice is, does this practice indicate it really is about other people? My second
observation is really a question: if the congregants were to actually examine this practice,
would they object to it?
Other media, such as movies and music, still occupied a higher place in the
hierarchy than television. Doug, a professional in his 50s with high socio-economic
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status, often illustrated both his knowledge of film and music to others through
discussion and demonstration (singing) (field notes, September 14, 2013; September 24,
2013). At a barbeque hosted by Doug for the youth and college students, Doug
questioned the college students about current bands, such as My Morning Jacket, perhaps
finding commonality, but clearly wanting to associate himself with modern music (field
notes, September 8, 2013). The positive narrative here is that Doug, a middle-aged man,
is “in touch” and perhaps even younger in spirit than his age suggests. Doug’s wish to
associate himself seems motivated by a desire to connect to the college students. Doug’s
behavior is not unique among the congregation in that many in interviews expressed an
embrace of technology and mass media in service because of the perception that it will
bring younger people into the church.
Doug and other congregants’ attempts to use media as positive cultural capital to
draw people to the church brings us to the important point about narratives about media
regarding cultural capital. Current thinking about cultural capital indicates that the notion
of what particular knowledge or behavior has cultural capital changes across cultures
(Bennet & Silva, 2011; Fiske, 2011). In evangelical cultures, where the social pressure is
present to make oneself appealing to the outside world to bring more people to God, the
cultural capital of certain media provides perceived evangelical tools. In other words, the
“coolness” of certain media can provide an aura of credibility and desirability to those
that consume it.
And part of a pastor’s challenge today is what works for an audience today is very
different from what worked for an audience thirty years ago because the attention
span of the congregant is so different. The entertainment expectation of a
congregant is so different. So that if we simply continue to do church, if you will,
if we do worship in the same way we did fifty years ago and wonder why we’re
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not attracting any of the Gen X and the Gen Ys, I can give you a pretty good
reason for that. So I think we need to be more creative in the way in which we use
media, multi-media in our worship services because our… the younger generation
is used to having that entertainment, is used to drawing meaning from life, if you
will, through that vehicle, and if we don’t use it shame on us. (Doug, personal
communication, November 16, 2013)
This practice is not necessarily a new idea in that numerous scholars note that
evangelicals have a pattern of embracing the newest technologies in an effort at outreach
(Hendershot, 2004). Hendershot discusses successful Christian “crossover” media that
adopts secular aesthetics, including violence in movies such as The Omega Code and
sexual content in music, as evident by the only hit by the evangelically-rooted band
Sixpence None the Richer in its song Kiss Me. But the observation here differs in two
ways. First, outreach through new technologies is often seen as motivated to get the
message out more effectively through wide-spread distribution. In other words, media
here is value-neutral delivery device and the means has little impact on the content. This
narrative was often seen in congregants’ expressions of mass media as a “tool.”
Dennis: [Mass media] can shape the way people see the world. I think that it is… can be
a great tool.
Researcher: So, just so I’m clear, only positive or…?
D: No, it can definitely be negative as well because it can make you see the world in a
negative way or it can be a tool to use to do bad things, too.
R: Oh, okay. So, “great” as in powerful tool?
D: Yeah. (Dennis, personal communication, November 6, 2013)
These two narratives, value-neutral media with high credibility and desirability
can drive media consumption of popular secular media in order to bring people to God.
This drive can of course be seen in any movies used for religious instruction, such as the
instances of viewing The Shawshank Redemption and Kung Fu Panda (field notes, March
31, 2013; December 11, 2013), but also can be seen in efforts to create community
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through secular media consumption, disregarding any message of the movie as
happened in both the college ministry and youth group, during my time at the church.
The goals of these events were to create community around something already popular,
regardless of content. As the youth group leader informed me, religious instruction here
was secondary to creating a group identity, which was more easily facilitated through
popular media (personal communication, November 6, 2013). The high regard members
had for the Pixar movie he showed, Monsters Inc., was transferred to the group and
contributed to members desire to “buy in.” The second way this observation differs is that
here there are ramifications for media behavior. This study indicates that the media
cultural capital when paired with an evangelical philosophy can drive media
consumption, meaning groups are borrowing the positive cultural capital, perhaps
associating themselves with entire secular symbol systems. Evangelical leaders in
religious communities (particularly youth leaders) may feel a degree of pressure to “keep
up” with secular media culture in order to more effectively spread their religious
messages. But in consuming and perhaps using that media in their religious practices, the
meaning of both symbol systems can be changed. By using secular mass media symbol
systems, evangelical leaders may also be inadvertently co-opting some of the secular
meaning as well, a possibility explored in the next two chapters.
Systematic Media Untruth
One common narrative about media expressed by nearly all participants was that
media content, even news media content, do not reflect the world as it is. Commonly
referred to by scholars and participants as “bias,” or the skewing of facts based on
ideological stance, I refer to this concept here as untruth because it is actually linked to
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larger religious identity discourses about the importance of truth. In later chapters, I
will develop this discourse on truth as a spiritual anchor related to religious identity
construction. Here, it is only important to note that the concept of truth is important to
participants and they perceive what the media does is far from it.
The common stance of participants was for the most part that “all media is
biased.” At first glance, this stance is not very surprising considering recent polling has
found that 76 percent of Americans think that the news media “tend to favor one side”
(Pew Research Center, 2013). However, upon closer examination of the actual statements
made by participants, there is a more complicated discourse here. Often, there was an
acknowledgement that there was a balance between the informing function of the news
media and an understanding that there are many media producers. For example, Maxine
sums up both points of view, which transcended both politics and age:
I like [the media] because it informs us, but I don’t like it because they have so
much influence over influencing public opinion. If you ask my husband that
question, he would go on and on and on. Because I think we need to know, we
have the right to know, but don’t skew it. Go a little bit more with the facts. …
There’s different messages. Depends upon what article you read, what editorial
you read, which TV station you are going to watch. So, you know, you listen…
you try not to be influenced, but sometimes it is a challenge to really get, you
know, what is the real message. (Maxine, personal communication, October, 11,
2013)
Maxine’s position is multifaceted: 1) we must rely on mass media for information; 2) we
know that media are biased; 3) but also there are lots of different messages by different
producers. The last two create a confusion for many of the participants in which they
must determine how biased and in what direction. As another of my participants, Jack,
60, pointed out, this can be problematic:
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Do I think it’s slanted? Yes, and where I find it the most slanted is when I
listen to, for instance, Fox. And which then really makes me think: am I? Every
time I listen to a story on Fox I think to myself: This is so, so hard to the right, but
am I just conditioned to hearing things from the left? But it isn’t really that
radically to the right, and I don’t know. I don’t know. (Jack, personal
communication, November 11, 2013)
This uncertainty came through in many participants’ attempts to elaborate on the one
thing that they were certain about, which was the existence of media bias. The certainty
of media bias is such a pervasive narrative that it demands further investigation.
The concept of media bias is a well-researched area. One area of clear agreement
is that the perception of media bias is often independent of evidence of actual bias
(Ariyanto, Hornsey, & Gallois, 2007; D’Alessio, 2003; D’Alessio & Allen 2000; Eveland
& Shah, 2003). In D’Allessio and Allen’s (2000) meta-analysis of studies of media bias
in elections going back to 1948, there was no measurable bias with the exception of small
liberal bias in network television news. Furthermore, studies have shown that two
opposite groups can be given the same material and see it as biased against them
(Ariyanto, Hornsey & Gallois, 2007; D’Alessio, 2003; Eveland & Shah, 2003). This
effect is called hostile media perception. This effect has been found among religious
groups (Ariyanto, Hornsey, & Gallois, 2007; Glascock, Ruggiero, & Livesay, 2008),
although there is some mixed evidence when religiosity is used as a predictor for
perceptions of media credibility (Golan & Day, 2010). Hostile media perception could be
at play here and would affect the authority of media resources for identity-work. It is
most likely one contributing factor to the narrative of a pervasive negative portrayal of
religion explored in the next section. But the media bias here is more important in terms
of creating a parallel narrative of the elusiveness of truth in today’s world.
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The perception of media bias by participants was more generalized and as
noted above more nuanced in terms of different messages from different media
producers. The knee-jerk response was that media bias was a given, but that bias actually
exposed just how elusive the truth can be. All media were biased because all media, like
human beings, based reporting on perceptions. “I’m very interested in the political…
what’s happening in politics, but I also know that you have to know what kind of a slant
you’re going to get. There’s no such thing as unbiased reporting or programming. It’s just
impossible” (Lily, personal communication, September 12, 2013). This perception of
media bias seems more related to a desire for absolute truth that is increasingly hard to
receive or maintain in our modern world. The perception of media bias by participants
seems to be related much more to the chaotic, relativistic larger world, which media
brings to their doorstep.
Religious content in the media, however, does indicate some hostile media
perception, however, in that another common narrative was the perception of hostility
towards evangelicals in particular and Christianity in general.
Negative Portrayal of Christianity and Evangelicals
One of the most surprising interactions between media and religious identity for
this group of evangelicals was the distancing of themselves from media portrayals of
evangelicals, so much so that many chose to no longer call themselves evangelicals, even
though by most definitions their beliefs and behaviors would qualify as evangelical. As
discussed in chapter one, evangelicalism is a philosophy within the larger religion of
Christianity that believes it is the a mandate of Christians’ faith to spread the word of
God and convert others (Marsden, 1991). Evanglicalism transcends denomination, but is
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often associated with the Baptist faith. However, it is also often popularly conflated
with political conservatism and fundamentalism. Frequently, this conflation happens
through the media, which is why some of my participants distanced themselves from the
label, despite fitting the most scholarly definitions. One such exchange about the word
evangelical occurred with Paige, 46, whom I interviewed along with her husband, Mitch:
Paige: To me, it’s a little more radical than where I am.
Mitch: Yeah, I think of that… them as being the ultra conservatives, but really
evangelical… I mean, there’s some more extreme evangelical. You’re evangelical
in anything in life if you’re a proponent of it. … You know, so am I an
evangelical in my actions? I like to think so. Do I go knocking on doors like
Jehovah’s Witnesses? No. (personal communication, September 22, 2013)
Interestingly, after I shared part of the definition I was using (people who “believe it is a
part of their faith to spread the word of God”) for Paige, she eagerly assented she was an
evangelical. Paige was distancing herself not from the concept of evangelical according
to its definition, but according to the publicly-mediated definition and its conservative
connotations.
Researcher: How would you identify yourself religiously, if I asked you what was your
religion?
Doug: I’m Christian.
R: Okay.
D: There were… the term evangelical Christian is one that can be I think can be
misinterpreted, and the term born-again is another one that can be misinterpreted. But
certainly, if it’s properly understood, I believe, and hope, I am both an evangelical and
born-again Christian. (personal communication, November 16, 2013)
Many who rejected the label evangelical because of the social connotations preferred the
broader term Christian, which also is interesting in its attempt to minimize very real
doctrinal differences between sects.
Researcher: Okay, how do you identify yourself religiously?
Pastor Tim: Christian.
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R: Clarifying question: so, I mean, obviously if I asked you “what is your religion”
that is how you’d identify yourself. Would you identify as Baptist?
(hesitates)
PT: Yes. (laughs)
R: Okay.
PT: Yes, I’m Christian, and I practice the Baptist expression of that faith.
R: Okay.
PT: With a strong commitment to social justice.
R: Okay, and would you consider yourself evangelical?
PT: That’s a really good question. Well, evangelical means, you know, I mean, it comes
from evangel, which is good news. And so in the sense that I want to proclaim good
news, I’m evangelical. I would not consider myself evangelical if that term… by that
term as defined by others in the mass media, such as whatever definitions are out there.
But I would consider myself evangelical in the sense of I want to share the good news,
but I don’t subscribe to the same evangelical platform that is out there socially and
politically.
Christian is clearly a broader term and more inclusive of a variety of belief systems and
philosophies. As these participants are articulating, evangelical is a contested term. It has
been suggested by some reviewers that other evangelicals would not want some of my
more politically progressive participants included in the category as evangelical. And
certainly that is true. But it does not change the fact that these participants do fit most
definitions of evangelical, including scholarly (Marsden, 1991), and their own. These
participants, although distancing themselves from the label evangelical were not
distancing themselves from the act of evangelizing. One of the goals of this research was
to complicate the simplistic assumptions about religious people and this process of
simultaneous distancing and embracing certainly does that.
Several other elements are apparent here. First, Paige, Mitch, Doug, and Pastor
Tim clearly are aware of the conflation of politics and religion, which frequently occurs
in the media. Paige’s immediate reaction of distancing herself by calling it “radical” also
shows she thinks of that portrayal is negative. Mitch attempts to clarify his nuanced
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position through both saying that he is a “proponent” of Christianity without
“knocking on doors.” There is a line that he is a drawing and it seems to involve a degree
of avoiding intrusiveness, although it is not insignificant the establishment of Jehovah’s
Witnesses as a religious Other. Later in the interview, Mitch more explicitly addresses
how evangelicals are both portrayed and present themselves in the media: “You know,
when I think of the media, I think of the televangelists and all of this kind of stuff, and I
just cringe because I know I’m being associated with them” (personal communication,
September 22, 2013). Mitch specifically mentioned Jerry Fallwell as the type of
evangelical from which he would like to distance himself. Both Doug and Pastor Tim
expressed a need to fully clarify what terms meant before associating themselves with
words. These hesitations and clarifications were not an isolated sentiments. Before I
could even ask about evangelicalism, Lily, 75, brought up the topic of loss of control of
the meaning of the word:
Lily: And evangelical has been stolen from us, you know.
Researcher: How so?
L: Evangelical is a wonderful word, but for the public, like we’re talking about
communication, it immediately puts people into the radical, radical right. Just to
use a different, you know… and it’s tough. And what is it? West Brook? West
Gate something Baptist church?
R: Oh, yeah.
L: Comes out, oh, it’s horrible, it comes out at these funerals. And so people don’t
see… they just see Baptist and they say, “Well, you’re a Baptist. This is not… Do
you believe this, too?” You know, it’s tough, yeah. (personal communication,
September 12, 2013)
The concept of evangelical with which Lily, Mitch, Paige, Doug and Pastor Tim wish to
distance themselves is largely one they experience through the media, having little to do
with their experience in their own evangelical community.
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Christians are portrayed as being bigoted. They’re [portrayed as] stupid,
narrow-minded, and I think that’s why there’s so many people leaving the church
left and right. … But I see someone like Henry Hanson and Doug and a lot of
people in our church who are very accomplished. There are a lot of accomplished
people in the field that are believers. [Former surgeon general] C. Edward Koop
was a staunch… you could call him an evangelical. (Mitch, personal
communication, September 22, 2013)
Mitch, here, refers to members of the congregation in professional well-respected
professions (Henry a doctor and Doug an attorney), along with a surgeon general. Instead
of associating evangelical with conservative politics, instead Mitch wishes to associate it
with rationality and a higher class of people. It is also interesting to note Mitch’s
accusation that negative media portrayals cause people to leave the church, whereas
research shows the most likely reason for people leaving the Protestant church is drifting
away from religion and no longer believing (Pew Research, 2009). Such a role for media
assumes a lot of power for the media, which will be discussed in a later section.
These portrayals are primarily through the news and related to the “God gap”
narrative discussed in previous chapters. However, fictional portrayals of both
evangelicals and Christianity in general were also commonly discussed. Mitch discussed
it in terms of his daughter’s media consumption: “Diana had some TV show on, one of
the kid’s shows on Disney, and the way they… I forgot which one it was, but they
portrayed a Christian on there as being this arrogant, stuck up, snotty judgmental, you
know, if you talk about… real negative stereotypes of a religious” (personal
communication, September, 22, 2013). When prompted to find a portrayal of a Christian
in the media he could get behind, Mitch could not think of any. I had a very similar
conversation with Doug’s daughter, Paula. A graduate student living elsewhere, Paula
helped at Saturday breakfast because she maintains close ties with the church in which
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she grew up. She recounted a recent episode of Grey’s Anatomy in which a couple
was getting married and the family, who was religious were portrayed as “simpleminded.” Doug agreed that the portrayal was unfair (field notes, December 21, 2013).
Mitch clearly felt these portrayals were a reflection of a broader hostility to
Christianity in the U.S. When discussing his time abroad, Mitch noted that he felt more
comfortable being a Christian in Japan: “When I’m in the United States, in my job and all
around with the media is… I feel like I’m being questioned, and in some cases ridiculed,
for being Christian. Whereas when I was in Japan, the Japanese are much more accepting
of Christians as a matter of fact” (personal communication, September 22, 2013). Amber,
21, interpreted basically all media as negative towards religion, even on Facebook, in
which presumably she would only see friends and organizations with which she chooses
to associate.
Amber: I would say no because I would say the majority of what I would see on
the internet, almost has like a negative tone toward religion, at least from what
I’ve seen. Maybe I’m looking in the wrong spots.
Researcher: I’m just curious, if it’s even from your friends who are… I mean,
because if it’s Facebook, then theoretically they would be your friends and…
Am: Well, I’m thinking of, like, articles that might come up on Facebook. So
postings from friends, yeah, that would be a little different, so that would be it.
Honestly it wouldn’t be a negative tone. It would be more of an uplifting, but in
terms of, you know, like news articles that would come up… so to the general
public, it would be like a negative tone. (personal communication, November 22,
2013).
Amber’s point is in an interesting one in its assumptions about the wider world. She
clearly distinguished between her friends and the rest of the world. While her (Christian)
friends post uplifting material, the world is overwhelmingly negative, based largely on
unspecific impressions.
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All these narratives about the negative portrayal of Christians and
evangelicals clearly has bearing on narratives of media and the self by setting up the
content as oppositional and with conscious distancing of self from media portrayals. It is
particularly interesting as the research on the nature of religious portrayals is far from as
clear cut as participants seemed to perceive.
Comprehensive analyses of the portrayal of the religious or evangelicals by the
media are difficult to find. Most studies either focus on a particular genre or case study.
In one of the few content analyses of any size, Kerr (2003) found fundamentalist
Christians portrayed in a “mildly” negative way in a sample of television news stories
between 1980 and 2000. Kerr found that the most frequent description of fundamentalists
was political, meaning right or conservative. Kerr also found fundamentalists were
characterized as somewhat intolerant, racist, imposing views on others, violent, and
patriotic. Another study of newspapers produced similar results (Kerr & Moy, 2002).
Although there were some differences according to region, overall the coverage of
fundamentalists was “somewhat negative.” As covered in previous chapters,
fundamentalism is not synonymous with evangelical, but there may be overlap. At times,
the two labels are sometimes treated as synonymous by the news media. It is possibly this
conflation that participants are interpreting as negative portrayals of evangelicals. As was
explored in Lily’s interview, to outsiders, Baptists tend to all be lumped together in
public discourse, even though there is a diversity of organizations and spectrum of
politics within the organization.
Hoover (1998) attempted a broad explanation of religion in the news using
qualitative interviewing and survey data. Unsurprisingly, he found this same narrative of
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negative media portrayals among religious audiences. However, he also proposes that
this may be the result of a misunderstanding between news media producers and religious
audiences. He characterizes coverage of religion for most of the 20th century as scarce
and deferential to institutions and leaders. He also cited a number of contemporary
studies that indicated the anti-religious bias of the news media was overblown. One such
study by Dart and Allen (2000) noted that in 1993 religious coverage was inadequate in
both quantity, given the audience interest in religion, and quality, given inaccuracies and
simplification. However, a considerable amount of progress had been made in quantity
and quality of news coverage on religion by the year 2000. In the original report, Dart
and Allen concluded that the failure of reporters to accurately and adequately cover
religion was not due to anti-religious attitudes among media producers, but instead
ignorance of religion from a newsroom culture that encourages stories written a certain
way about certain topics. Contrary to reporters being anti-religious, religion beat
reporters tend to be more religious than supposed by religious audiences, but must adhere
to the standards of objectivity of news institutions.
More recent studies of the news mostly deal with a particular news story or a
particular institution. These studies produce a more positive picture of portrayals of
evangelicals in the news. For example, in the Terry Schiavo case, where there was a
public dispute to remove the feeding tube of a comatose woman, Kaylor (2010) found no
evidence of anti-Christian bias because of the overwhelming amount of prominence the
religious perspective was given. A case study by Paxton (2004) of a Missouri dispute
over whether to put the sign of the fish on a city seal, was relatively positive to Christian
groups, especially considering the negative portrayal of the Wiccan plaintiff in the case.
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These two cases point more towards hegemonic religion as the taken-for-granted
basis of value norms in America. From these studies, it is less clear from where the
narrative of negative evangelical portrayals comes.
Moving beyond news, there were some attempts in the 1990s to characterize
religion on television through content analysis of primetime television characters (Bozell,
1995; Clarke, Skill & Robinson, 1994; Skill & Robinson, 1994; Skill, Robinson, Lyons,
& Larson, 1995). These researchers found that if characters were religious, they were
most frequently Christian, specifically Catholic. The most interesting finding was that
religious leaders were overwhelmingly white, male and portrayed negatively. “What has
emerged on television is a Christian leader that is infrequently seen and more than
occasionally engaged in nonreligious activities that are unlawful...there appears to be and
overall ambiguity in these characterizations” (Skill & Robinson, 1994, p. 83). In a study
conducted by the Media Research Center in 1993, negative portrayals in prime time
outnumbered positive portrayals by two to one, but improved in the following year (also
the year the religion-positive Touched By an Angel premiered) (Bozell, 1995).
Considering these studies were now conducted two decades ago, they probably do not
reflect the current media environment. In a more recent study, Clarke (2005) found the
majority of characters to have indeterminate religion. Of the identifiably religious,
however, they were overwhelmingly protestant Christian, disproportionate to numbers in
the population.
At best, the evidence for negative portrayals of evangelicals is mixed to
inconclusive. Additional research in this area would be highly beneficial. However,
within Christian media there is a consistent narrative that media either are hostile to
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religion or treats religion inaccurately. Christian Century has run at least three
editorials in the past two years criticizing the portrayal of evangelicals in the media
(Jones, 2014; Levy, 2012; Reklis, 2012). Most of the criticism is clearly aimed at
accuracy, such as criticism of showing Protestants performing Catholic practices (Jones,
2014), but the narrative underneath all these criticisms reflects the establishment of media
producers as Other to religion, even sometimes hostile to religion.
Maybe the scriptwriters who have proved to be deft at dissecting every other
human motivation under the sun just don't know how to convey the inner lives of
religious believers. Resorting to clichés about fundamentalism, violence,
terrorism and fanaticism must be easier than exploring what a good Christian girl
like Sookie Stackhouse [from the HBO show True Blood] thinks about vampires,
or showing what Dexter thinks about encountering the everyday practices of a
loving congregation. If television can chronicle the lives of mobsters, advertising
executives, meth dealers and serial killers, it is not too much to ask for a
believable religious believer now and again. (Reklis, 2012, p. 36)
As most of my participants did not indicate reading Christian media, the narrative of
negative evangelical portrayals may not have originated from Christian media, although
may be reinforced by it and contribute to its circulation in the community. Although such
portrayals were not directly addressed in worship, the theme of negative portrayals of
evangelicals arose frequently. Clearly, Mitch also agrees that aside from evangelical
portrayals being negative, they are simply inaccurate. “But this is factual. If you go and
look who’s still over in Haiti helping the people out, close to 80% are Christians. You
never hear about things like that” (personal communication, September 22, 2013). The
most important result of the pervasiveness of this narrative is the establishment of media
producers as an Other that does not understand the religious experience.
The result of media producers as Other may have ramifications on identity
interactions with the media. The perception of media as hostile to religious people and
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inaccurate in religious portrayals logically would prevent evangelicals from using
mass media in religious practice or to help construct religious identity. As will be seen in
later chapters, however, this is not always the case. Some of the same participants that
indicated media was generally hostile to evangelicals still consumed mass media and
used it in their identity-work. The fact that media are still used in identity-work speaks to
media’s overwhelming usefulness in creating and maintaining narratives of self. The
narrative of media producers as Other to religion does have echoes, however, in the
perception of morality of mass media texts.
Idiosyncratic Condemnation of Immorality
In contrast to the pattern of perceived media bias and negative portrayal of
religion, there were no patterns of media texts participants considered immoral. Despite
the popular portrayal in the press of moral opposition being the primary way evangelicals
engage with the media, condemnation of immorality was at most a side issue and
frequently an afterthought.
Hoover (2006) addressed morality in media in very limited ways. In his typology,
using media to talk about morality with others and children was one of many ways media
intersected with religious identity. This discussion could involve media as both exemplar
or caution, in planned and unplanned ways. “In a way, the media are seen by many
parents as providing the ‘curriculum’ for values and ethics education” (p. 227). One
important finding in Hoover’s study was the stress many parents put on giving children
tools to make decisions on their own rather than prohibiting media.
Following Hoover’s lead, I asked about morality and media in several different
ways, both as a personal choice and in terms of children and child-rearing. Often
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participants were surprised by the question and had to search for either genres or
texts. And there were no clear patterns. Answers ranged from: what many would suspect,
such as pornography or violence; to less expected areas, such as the exploitation of
misfortune or materialism; to outright surprising children’s programs, such as SpongeBob
Squarepants and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. Very few cited biblical basis for their
objections, instead noting propriety or good taste. Paige summed up some of the
problems mentioned:
I feel mass media has gone over the top and… sexually. And, you know, I guess
when you see magazines or TV or even books now, things that you can read, that
weren’t as easily accessible when we were kids, and, you know, you never saw a
model, for example, modelling underwear and bras and things like that. Now it’s
like you see Victoria’s Secret’s, you know, on the TV and showing you a lot more
than they should and being very, you know, sexual about it. So it’s very
disturbing for me for the kids, and even just to watch it’s embarrassing to watch,
to see. You know, you see that in magazines and stuff, too. (Paige, personal
communication, September 22, 2013)
Paige sums up several points here. First, it is a given that sexuality is bad to show
explicitly. Embarrassment implies a lack of propriety. Amongst Pastor Tim’s list of
media he was morally opposed to was “shouting matches that take place on cable news
networks because it creates a context of a lack of civility” (personal communication,
December 11, 2013). Again, this language implies a certain middle class appropriateness
beyond any theological concern. Second, moral problems were often more of a concern
in terms of children than adults. Other participants mentioned this as well. The surprising
presence of certain children’s shows, noteably SpongeBob Squarepants, which came up
repeatedly in both interviews and my field notes (field notes, November 17, 2013; Jack,
personal communication, November, 30, 2013), was a bit of a puzzle, mostly dismissed
as objectionable because of “potty humor.” Although a minor controversy brewed in
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2005 when evangelical leader James Dobson speculated on possibility of a sexual
relationship between the male main characters, a charge both denied by the show’s
creator and even criticized by conservative Bill O’Reilly (Church & State, 2005; Parker,
2009), these objections seem unrelated to that incident. Instead it seems centered on
propriety rather than any clear moral objections. This emphasis on propriety has an
interesting intersection with cultural capital. Taken together, there is a clear class
discourse for media use in which a certain type of middle class ideals must be upheld. In
any case, there is a narrative that children must be protected from even children’s
programming. The narrative about media here is that it must be used with caution,
particularly by those who may be vulnerable to influence (or we could say people whose
selves are not fully formed).
The narrative that children must be protected from media influence is not a new
idea and part of the larger cultural environment, particularly in America (Tyner, 1998).
The protectionist or inoculation viewpoint in media literacy, for example, notes that
media has certain negative effects on children, which can be counteracted by media
education. As Kellner and Share (2007a) note, at times this viewpoint is adopted by
activists to attribute whatever negative social ills to media. Often the concern coalesces
around several problem areas, such as violence, materialism, and body image (Hobbs,
1998). The anti-media protectionist viewpoint is most frequently found in middle to
upper classes (Kellner & Share, 2007b). Participants’ preoccupation with propriety,
concern about media morality, and class position seem to be part of the same
phenomenon. It is not media’s violation of morality, but middle class “oughtness,” which
seems a greater concern. The protectionist viewpoint also has been criticized for its elitist
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assumptions both in interpretation of media, insistence on experts knowing best
(above parents), and the helplessness of children in receiving media messages (Hobbs,
1998; Tyner, 1998). Clearly this protectionist discourse extends beyond academic circles
to the larger societal discussions of the effects of media. The same shielding of children,
presumption of childhood helplessness and concentration on middle class “oughtness”
was reflected in the conversations I had with participants. This narrative has obvious
effects on media use for religious purposes, such as socializing children to distrust media,
but may have less obvious effects, such as a conflation of class taste and norms with
religious and moral directives.
In contrast, the moral concern for adults appears to be a different standard. In fact,
in the same breath that people discussed immorality of media texts, they often
immediately espoused that they shouldn’t make the choice of what should be shown for
other adults. Lindsay, a 21-year-old college student, is a good example:
Like I, myself, am not going to buy, like, magazine porn. Do I think it’s pretty
wrong to look at? Yeah. Do I think it’s probably wrong to buy it? Yeah. Should it
be illegal? Should it not be able to be done? No. People should have their own
free will, and they are able to make their own choices. We’re all big boys and
girls, that’s part of the reason we live in the U.S. (Lindsay, personal
communication, October, 7, 2013)

This was a common sentiment, probably resulting from larger American ideals about
freedom of religion and speech. Jack, who, as noted, was concerned before about his own
bias in watching media, continued his line of thought to his possible religious bias:
…it’s a slippery slope, I think, when we try to say what is okay for me and what’s
okay for you. And while I, honestly, I can’t fathom how in any way porn can be
good, I really can’t fathom that, but then maybe there’s somebody who can’t
fathom how liberal radio is good or conservative radio is good. And so if I want to
ban porn, well maybe you want to ban liberal radio, you know. So I’m not…
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although in my heart, I believe there is an absolute, big difference between
them. (Jack, personal communication, November, 11, 2013)
There was a general acknowledgement that assessments of morality were idiosyncratic.
Doug noted his Baptist preacher grandfather would probably be more opposed to violent
television and movies than he was (personal communication, November 16, 2013). So, at
the same time that there is a certainty of immorality of certain texts, there is also a great
stress on personal autonomy as noted in both Roof (1999) and Hoover (2006).
Some of the individual assessments of media morality are strongly related to
larger identity themes. As mentioned above, truth is one of the spiritual anchors or
semantic poles around which many organize their religious knowledge. Maxine, in her
discussion of media morality, evaluated the immorality of certain media texts because of
their lack of truth. Upon asking if there were media to which she was morally opposed,
she said: “I don’t care for much for the reality shows. … I just think that it is a forced
reality. People know that they’re on television, so it’s not really reality. You’re usually…
people would behave differently, be more themselves, if they didn’t know they were
being filmed” (Maxine, personal communication, October 11, 2013). I found a similar
reaction from Lily related to Passion of the Christ:
That movie disturbed me. Now, I’ve heard others, like our former pastor thought
it was wonderful. My son who is a member of another church … He thought it
was wonderful. I did not because I thought there were things that happened in that
movie that were done for gore and blood, and things that we don’t even read
about in the Bible. There’s no place where Jesus has a chain around his neck, and
he falls over the bridge. And, you know, or there’s nothing there about the eyes of
the birds… pecking out the eyes of Judas, you know. Why? The story of the
passion is strong enough just to present the story of the passion. I was terribly
disturbed by that movie. I did not… maybe I should be more trusting that God
used that movie to reach people who didn’t have any kind of set background.
What we have in the Bible… I wished it would have been true to what we read in
the Bible, and it still to me would have been fine. It would have been very
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effective, could have been effective. (Lily, personal communication,
September 12, 2013)
Lily’s problem with Passion transcended just the sheer violence to the lack of truth in the
violence. This linking of truth in media to morality of media is one that echoes into
identity narratives, as we will see in later chapters.
One last interesting connection to identity involved the surprising cherry-picking
of morality in media. Hoover (2006) noticed this separation between people’s moral
standards and their actual viewing habits in his study. This type of disconnect is also
something I witnessed. For example, at one college ministry event during a viewing of
Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, one member felt compelled to say during the viewing that they
don’t condone any language or actions in the movie right after one character made a lewd
gesture simulating oral sex (field notes, August 27, 2013). But even in people’s ongoing
discussions with me, stances against certain things, such as media violence, were
inconsistent. Doug, during Saturday breakfast one morning, discussed how he was
watching the television show Breaking Bad, an AMC show about two drug dealers, with
his wife against his moral objections (field notes, November 2, 2013). In Breaking Bad,
chemistry teacher Walter White frequently uses violence, sometimes fatal violence, to
protect his drug business and support his family. The core of Doug’s objection was his
condemnation of the actions of the character within the context of the story. According to
Doug, White did not need to resort to violence and thus violence was gratuitous. And as
the main character, Breaking Bad essentially sanctioned such violence. Although it may
be realistic for a character involved in the drug trade to resort to violence, this character
should not be the center of the story. However, further discussions with Doug revealed
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that the objection to White may have less to do with a dislike of the concept of an
anti-hero than the class position White represents. Later, in his interview with me, Doug
took the opposite stance on another violent movie, by calling some media violence
justified.
But see that’s part of my problem with Breaking Bad, as we’ve discussed. …
Because, in my view, there’s no, you know, redeeming value [for the violence]…
there’s no… in that movie, The Godfather, it may portray the violence, but these,
you know, he is having the conflict of his soul, Al Pacino, whether he’s going to
follow, you know, in that way or not. And so there are forces that are seeking to
control the criminal element, but I also understand that it is seen as a, you know,
worshipful of the mafia. (Doug, personal communication, November 16, 2013)
Doug’s point was that the middle class chemistry teacher really had a choice as to
whether be a criminal and commit violence, whereas the son of a mob boss really had no
choice. Whether each character had a choice could probably be a matter of debate. The
main character of Breaking Bad, Walter White, started producing and selling drugs to pay
for his cancer medical bills and provide for his family. In my conversation with Doug, he
cited that early in the series White’s friend offered to pay for his treatment, thus White
never had to become a criminal. It’s a logical argument, but if you accept that argument
then there must have been opportunities for Michael Corleone to walk away as well,
considering the main reasons he became and stayed a criminal were family obligation and
pride. It is also Doug’s similarities to the White character, white, middle-class, welleducated, and suburban, that may make his decisions worse than Corleone’s. A criminal
from a family of criminals (from an ethnic minority) can be excused criminal tendencies,
while one of his own cannot. The representation of Walter White is a threat to the moral
sentiments of someone such as Doug. The narrative that a person similar to yourself can
start from a respectable place, with good intentions and descend into an immoral
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underworld, thrive, and eventually become immoral themselves (and enjoy it) is a
scary prospect for someone with strong moral and religious codes.
The individual ways participants assessed morality in media clearly had bearing
on identity narratives. Some of the interactions are complex and will be discussed in
subsequent chapters. These narratives, particularly those about children, are partly based
in another narrative about the power media has over our lives.
Assumption of Media Power
As the discussion of portrayals of evangelicals in the media and media morality
may suggest, there was a pattern of assuming media had a great deal of power over our
lives. This assumption showed itself in interviews I conducted, statements made at church
events and everyday conversations I had with participants. The first inkling I had of this
presumption was in the first church service I attended on Palm Sunday. At that service,
the children’s sermon consisted of a skit in which someone texted the pastor during the
children’s sermon. This was clearly a “plant” in the congregation, but his split attention
was meant to demonstrate how easy it is to be overwhelmed by information in today’s
society and how that can be contrary to religious practice (field notes, March 24, 2013).
Regardless of content, the capacity of media as a delivery device to overwhelm us with
information is a challenge to religious life.
As a matter of fact, Pastor Tim was one of the main people who repeatedly
asserted the power of media over our lives, both through media content and media
practices. “I think [the media] forms people’s ideas and opinions and thoughts greater
than we would ever give it credit for. It creates narratives and, depending on what mass
media you consume, you could have completely different narratives of the world and of
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what’s going on, whether that’s politics or socially or culturally” (Pastor Tim,
personal communication, December 11, 2013). At my interview with him to request
permission for my research, Pastor Tim noted he had just read Sherry Turkle’s book,
Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other (field
notes, April 9, 2013). Turkle’s thesis in this book is a version of technological
determinism in which the more our lives become intertwined with technology the less we
behave like human beings to each other. “Relationships with robots are ramping up;
relationships with people are ramping down. … We make our technologies, and they, in
turn, shape us” (Turkle, 2011, p. 19). Turkle is a recent convert to this position. As an
early technology theorist in the ‘90s, Turkle was one of the first social scientists to
hypothesize about the identity-work potential of technology (Turkle, 1995). This more
recent work is in two parts. First, Turkle traces the possible pitfalls of making robots
more human, and giving them the traditional affective work of human beings, such as
taking care of children and the elderly. This section is full of philosophical implications
for humanity and has clear theological implications, making Pastor Tim’s interest
understandable. Examples include humans acting as gods in creating artificial
intelligence (p. 55) and encounters with robots discussed in terms of theologian Martin
Buber’s “I and thou,” in which the feeling of the genuine meeting of hearts and minds
exist where it is impossible to happen (p. 85).
The second section, based on qualitative research with teenagers, discusses the
ways in which social media isolates us. This section is slightly more problematic in its
assumptions that certain forms of teenage loneliness are caused by social media. This
conclusion is problematic because she does not first establish that loneliness didn’t exist
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before social media and that other factors are not causing it. It seems strange to call
teenage feelings of alienation and isolation a new phenomenon. It is also difficult to
attribute some of the neglectful behavior of parents (picking up children from school
without looking at them because absorbed in their phone or dinners where everyone is on
their phone) to social media alone. Another possible cause, which I found in my
interviews as well (Matt, personal conversation, November 30, 2013), could be the
pressure to be on-call for work twenty-four hours a day, which is also related to the
pressures of capitalist culture of striving for ever more efficiency.
Whether theoretically sound or not, this is the narrative that Pastor Tim assumes
about media. It is one that he referenced repeatedly in conversation. In that first
interview, Pastor Tim said that his task was to create community in the world Turkle
describes in her book. It is this world that Pastor Tim warned against in a later sermon
where he uses the parable of Martha and Mary as a parable condemning our “stay in
touch culture” (field notes, July, 28, 2013). In the parable, Jesus praises Mary who sits at
his feet to listen to him, whereas Martha, busy trying to be a good host to him, is
chastised (Luke 10:38-42, Oxford Annotated Bible). Pastor Tim compared Martha to his
congregation, stating that as a “seed that fell upon the thorns,” she was choked by
everyday life. It is media that does that choking. Although some may compare this lesson
to a much older common lesson in evangelicalism to be “in the world, but not of the
world,” the picture gets more complicated in the ways this assumption of media power
leads to media use in religious contexts.
Pastor Tim’s own media efforts, such as sending out on Friday or Saturday
weekly e-Ponderings that previewed his sermon for Sunday, were an attempt to use this

151
world to his advantage. I saw evidence of this in a conversation between Jack and
Pastor Tim. Jack uses the e-Ponderings as a study guide and usually does research on the
scripture on which Pastor Tim plans to preach. When Jack was wondering why
sometimes he has an easier time paying attention to the sermon, one parishioner gave the
spiritual answer that sometimes “God speaks to us.” But it was Pastor Tim that attributed
Jack’s focus to his prep work with the emails, a dubious conclusion, especially since in
conversations with Jack I know his pre-sermon study sessions actually caused some
conflict with Pastor Tim’s interpretations (Jack, personal communication, November 11,
2013). In the same breath, Pastor Tim also attributed any lack of attention to our lessened
attention spans due to television, specifically that we can only pay attention for seven
minutes at a time because that is the length between commercials for sitcoms (field notes,
June 9, 2013). There are other indicators that Pastor Tim’s media use in services were
inspired by this narrative of the assumption of media power. In showing a clip of
Shawshank Redemption on Easter, he introduced the clip as more valuable than the chart
he had just showed because “moving pictures are more powerful than pictures” (field
notes, March 31, 2013).
There are some indications that Pastor Tim’s congregants also subscribed to the
narrative of assumed media power. Lily summed up the position of many particularly
well:
We have, as Christians, we have no control over what comes over the television
channels. All you can hope is, in your own home, you can choose control, and
you hope through our church we could have some impact, but children go to other
people’s homes, and there’s so much out there that’s just hideous. I don’t even
know why I have the regular… I was thinking the other night I should really save
some money by cutting out the level that I’m getting from my Comcast because I
was flicking around and I thought there’s nothing here that I even want to watch.
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Why am I doing this? Downton Abby, when that comes back (laughs). (Lily,
personal communication, September 12, 2013)
As discussed in the previous section, there’s a strange disconnect between condemning
media content and statements that reflect enjoyment of the very media that could be
condemned. But the greater material point is the feeling of helplessness against an Other
that does not share their values. Clearly, Lily is saying that Christians are a very different
group than media producers, and those media producers have more power over
Christians’ lives. Articulated a different way, Mitch, a professor at the local college, used
the lessons of history to draw the same conclusion:
Yeah, it’s how I’ve always thought about the mass media that: Joseph Goebbels
was the minister of propaganda for Nazi Germany said one time that ‘if you
control the media, you control the people.’ And I find that to be exceptionally true
that… I’m not so sure that there’s a conspiracy or whoever controls the media
certainly drive a moral compass in this country that I find to be alarming. Without
any introspection, it’s just so materialistic and so product-oriented and just avant
garde without thinking of any of the repercussions. I find it to be very dangerous
and misused, so I’m bitter about that part of it. But I understand the power of it, as
the positive side of it too, and what it can do and has done in a lot of instances.
But it’s definitely being misused. (Mitch, personal communication, September 22,
2013)
Here, again, media producers are clearly Other, and possibly morally bereft (literally
comparing media producers to perpetrators of genocide). Mitch also expresses a common
part of this narrative that the media technology itself is morally neutral, but it is how it is
used that can be immoral. (This, of course, contrasts with Pastor Tim’s condemnation of
the perceived effects of the technology itself.) For example, Dennis, a communication
major at the local college called media a powerful tool (personal communication,
November 6, 2013), and Lindsay, another college student said, “it can be great, and it can
be terrible” (personal communication, October 7, 2013). The mechanism itself is value
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neutral; it is the faceless people behind it that are the problem. This narrative perhaps
explains why use of the media in religious practice is sanctioned and used in identitywork.

Media as Common Culture
The final narrative concerns Hoover’s (2006) contention that media form a
“common culture” in which people feel compelled to participate in order to be part of
society. One problem with this contention is that media are too varied to be “common.”
Despite some of the participants in the community being very close socially, media
fragmentation ensured that no one was consuming the same texts in the same way.
However, there were two tendencies that showed people believed they were consuming
the same texts in the same way. First, in conversations, there was a common assumption
that the mere act of consuming media together could cause people to get closer socially
and spiritually. Second, often media references carried the assumption that people would
understand that reference and reach the appropriate sets of meanings from those
references.
Particularly with younger participants, media as delivery devices were viewed as
interactive and community-building. Leaders in both the youth and college ministries
routinely used secular media as an article of Christian fellowship. Often that secular
media was not connected explicitly to religion in any way, but instead the act of
consuming together had some intrinsic value. One such event involved watching Pixar’s
Monsters, Inc., and I asked if they were going to discuss the religious implications of the
movie.
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Not for this event. I don’t think so because it’s not selected as a teaching tool.
Maybe it should be. Maybe I should do that, but, you know, for this particular
event it’s more of a fellowship. … Right now, it’s really just trying to, at this
point with our ministry, it’s trying to make them feel like a sense of belonging and
a sense of community, and movies bring people together. It helps a community.
(Dennis, personal communication, November 6, 2013)
This sentiment was also evident at the event in which members of the college ministry
watched Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. One member, Chris, made it clear that the content, in
which the teenaged main character lies, steals, curses, and generally misbehaves, was
morally questionable, and so it was the act of watching that was valuable by bringing
them into a form of unity (field notes, August 27, 2013). This use of media echoes
Carey’s (1975/1990) model of ritual communication. As discussed in chapter two,
Carey’s model proposes that the societal value of communication is in creating a
common identity through culture. “A ritual view of communication is directed not toward
the extension of messages in space, but toward the maintenance of society in time; not the
act of imparting information but the representation of shared beliefs” (p. 18). Media as
important forms of collective communication provide an opportunity for groups of people
to affirm and reproduce such an identity. Communication is a “symbolic process whereby
reality is produced, maintained, repaired and transformed” (p. 24). The mere action of
collectively viewing a movie can be an attempt to create common symbols and
interpretations in order to forge and maintain such a culture. And there were some signs
that this was indeed happening. Later, Chris and Lindsay found commonality in liking
lines from the movies, and Amber, who did not know Chris, was able to learn things
about him by his sharing his identification with certain characters in the movie,
particularly the bored and sleeping high school students in class. These symbols
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resonated with life experience and interpretations were both readily available and
understandable to the group because of their common identification as students. While
these interpretations are not religion, they establish a certain trust in common perspective
that forms the basis for credibility when religion is eventually interpreted.
Furthermore, forging common interpretations of symbols did not require
collective consumption or a common pre-existing social identity. All that was required
was a collective engagement with the media symbols that resulted in some form of
common interpretation. For example, on another occasion, mass media were a basis for
common ground among two very different people. At Saturday breakfast, there was one
street person who often carried luggage with him. One Saturday he had a stack of DVDs
and it began a conversation with Doug about religious films. Thus, began a long
conversation covering religious films, such as King of Kings and Ben Hur, to war films,
such as The Longest Day and Saving Private Ryan. The dynamics of the conversation
involved Doug giving his impressions of the movie, such as the realistic portrayal of war
in Saving Private Ryan, and the street person providing background information on the
movie. Doug seemed both interested and surprised in that information. The conversation
allowed for a minimizing of class and other differences between the two. In a way, the
power differences also temporarily disappeared where the street person was an expert and
Doug was the student, although this was all while Doug was making breakfast for him in
the name of charity. Doug, a wealthy attorney, and this street person could not be more
different, but found some degree of commonality in the conversation (field notes, August
24, 2013). While it remains unclear whether this exploration of media symbols formed
the basis of religious interpretation, the interaction clearly formed a basis for further
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interaction and by temporarily inverting the power dynamic allows for the potential
for collective identity through an ability to see each other’s’ perspective. At the very least
the conversation provided an excuse for being in each other’s’ company, which is the
express purpose of Saturday breakfast – fellowship.
Because this is often the overt purpose of collective consumption of media for
religious purposes, perhaps it will be valuable to examine the concept of fellowship in the
Baptist faith. Communication literature, although using the terms ritual communication,
often does not use the concept of fellowship, although there are clear parallels. Both are
supposed to create unity. But fellowship, according to official doctrine, requires much of
the faithful. The most pervasive use of fellowship comes from Paul who saw a
relationship with God as first to unity among believers (Hastings, 1986). Du Brau (1951)
detected three meanings: “1) a common sharing in all spiritual — and sometimes material
— gifts; logically followed by 2) mutual help and assistance by association in
contributory aid, all of which affects, and is effected by, 3 ) the existing intimate
fellowship in the association as a divinely created and established communion of all
believers in Christ” (p. 334). But the Biblical definition of fellowship is some distance
from fellowship in practice. As Jackayya (1975) points out, for most, fellowship in
Christian religious practice simply refers to friendship or mere association. For example,
just showing up at church is fellowship. In this respect, the goal of ritual communication
for religious participants may be a more theologically rigorous goal than fellowship. And
the use of media as a delivery device may in practice form a basis for fellowship, but
clearly falls short of the Biblical definition above. But regardless of what these practices
are called, practices that establish common interpretations of symbols (media or not) are a
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clear first step for later religious interpretations of symbols, which clearly affects
religious narratives.
There is some indication that media consumption can at least provide the basis for
conversation and on occasion it caused interview subjects and participants to open up
more to me. For example, one visitor to the church was very reserved upon being
informed of my dissertation project, a not unusual experience. However, when I
mentioned another project, which involved looking at religious symbols in science
fiction, she became an entirely different person. She spoke animatedly and openly about
her love of Star Trek and the religious meanings she perceived in the show. She brought
others into the conversation as well, encouraging their interpretation (field notes,
September 30, 2013). I had a similar interaction with Lindsay about her media usage,
which admittedly, I partly initiated:
Researcher: Are you watching a lot of television on Netflix or movies?
Lindsay: No. I watch mostly television.
R: Mostly television.
L: It’s actually mostly Doctor Who.
R: I love Doctor Who, I’m sorry.
L: (laughs)
R: We just have to stop for a second.
L: Chris and I have been going through the series each night, and we watch like
one or two.
R: Where are you guys at?
L: We’re almost to the end of season 4.
R: I just watched that with my mom because I’m doing the same thing with my
mom. Have you seen…?
L: No. Well, I know that there’s a different doctor in season 5. (personal
communication, October 7, 2013)
What is interesting to me here is not her television usage nor my interrupting the
interview to discuss a favorite show. Lindsay noticeable opened up after this interchange
and was so excited in this exchange that she was answering my questions preemptively.
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The second indication that people believe media to be part of the common
culture was the referencing of media content in anticipation that people understood the
reference and interpreted the symbols similarly. Some of the most visible examples of
this happened during church services. For example, in trying to illustrate community
unity, Pastor Tim referenced the Pirates 1979 World Series victory (field notes, May 26,
2013). It is a huge leap to think all will even understand the reference let alone take for
granted that the congregation understands that feeling of unity (excluding non-sports fans
and those born after 1979). But another reference made connecting the Good Samaritan
parable to the George Zimmerman trial to the HBO show Curb Your Enthusiasm could
easily mix symbols systems in a confusing way for congregants. In the sermon, Pastor
Tim was attempting to use the Good Samaritan parable, in which a Samaritan helps a Jew
who was mugged on the road, to give a guide to the congregants as to how they should
respond to the Zimmerman verdict, in which a man who shot a black, unarmed teenager
was found not guilty of second degree murder and manslaughter. Pastor Tim described
the social media conversation in the following way:
It’s gonna be like the… I’m getting the picture of a Curb Your Enthusiasm
episode where the Halal chicken place where Larry David goes to the Halal
chicken place, the Muslim chicken place and he loves the food there, but there’s a
Jewish deli there and they can’t exist side by side and so at the end of the episode
there’s, you know, the Muslims over here and the Jews over here and they’re
shouting back and forth and Larry David’s just kind of standing in the middle
going: ‘what do I do?’ I can just imagine that happening. And my question is:
who’s going to walk across the boundary and talk to someone from the other side?
(transcript, July 14, 2013).
The conflation of symbols systems here is complex and not at all apparent as to what the
audience should do with all of them. Should we identify with Larry David? If so, what
should we think of these two sides? The joke in the episode is satirizing larger Middle
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East politics, which in and of themselves are complex and have a long history of
interaction with Christianity and evangelicals in this country. Is trivializing of such
politics and perhaps the trivializing of beliefs about the Zimmerman case recommended?
I doubt that was the meaning, but the interaction of symbol systems creates ambiguity of
meaning and leaves the pastor’s sermon open to many readings.
The narrative of media as common culture has several material effects. Hoover
(2006) hypothesized that media as a common culture create a pressure to consume certain
media content to be part of the community. There were only two places I saw this: social
media use and consumption of praise music. Several conversations with members of the
community noted that they consumed praise music to understand more what was going
on at service or to participate more fully in service (field notes, August 3, 2013). “I mean,
there’s obviously, like, there’s times when Ben will send out videos and something like
that of songs we’re supposed to learn, and obviously I’m doing that. And a lot of times
I’m identifying with the songs because they’re songs I connect with on a better basis”
(Lindsay, personal communication, October 7, 2013). Many also participated in social
media because it allowed them to be more fully in the community, even those that loathed
the use of social media. Pastor Tim noted that he felt pressure to tweet in his role as
pastor. “I’m not on Twitter. My wife’s on Twitter. She told me I need to get on Twitter. I
need to tweet” (personal communication, December 11, 2013). This pressure to use social
media could result in more religious use of the medium in religious identity-work.
This assumption of media as a common culture has an additional side effect of an
assumption of similarity among those in the community. This narrative could contribute
to a perceived sense of belonging and ignoring of important differences within the
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community. Each of these narratives about media are key components for narratives
with media. They set the stage for any interactions between identity, religion and media.
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS: DISTANCING NARRATIVES WITH MEDIA
After examining what people think about media, the next step to understanding
the intersection between mass media, religion and identity is to examine how they
explicitly interact with media in their religious life. I call these interactions “narratives
with media” because, similar to how people think about media and about themselves, this
interaction is essentially story-based. I identified three common narratives: media as
separate, media as tool, and media as method. These narratives are not mutually exclusive
within participants, meaning at different times different narratives may be dominant
depending on the media text and the larger experiential context. Most participants
displayed multiple narratives at various points of my observation. In this chapter, I
discuss two of these narratives: media as separate and media as tool. Both of these
narratives distance the religious self from the influence of media content and use, while
the third narrative (discussed in the next chapter), media as method, integrates media
practices and symbols into the religious self.
Media as Separate
There were a minority of participants in this study that saw content in the mass
media and, to some extent, media technologies as entirely separate from their religious
life. It is noteworthy that it was a distinct minority as most people I talked to, even
casually, recognized at least the potential role media had to play in influencing their
thoughts about the world and their own religious lives. It is also noteworthy that there
was no real pattern of narratives about media that led to this thinking. For example, those
that saw media as entirely separate from their religious lives still could believe that media
had considerable power and that media was a part of the common culture. This
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inconsistency exposes that the imposition of a simple logic to the complex web of
narratives that people create and maintain would be incorrect. It seems that the
congruence fallacy noted by Chaves (2010) extends well beyond religious belief. As an
extension of this, this narrative was applied unevenly across different media and media
texts, meaning that some of the participants saw some media and media texts as relevant
to their religious lives and other exempt. For example, participants often dismissed media
texts from which they derived pleasure as pure entertainment, while taking seriously
other media texts. The difference between the media texts taken seriously and those
dismissed was not often clear. If Kung Fu Panda can be consumed for religious
instruction, can’t anything? What was included as relevant and what was left out was, in
itself, telling in terms of individual’s thinking about their religious selves.
Another way to discuss the media as separate narrative is to return to the
discussion in chapter 2 about boundaries. One of the characteristics of lived religion was
the blurring of boundaries between religion and everyday life. The basis of this narrative
is shoring up that boundary. This narrative is present in Clark’s (2003) study of teenagers.
One of the defining characteristics of her typology of interaction between identity and
media was a desire to maintain a strong boundary between religion and secular mass
media. Strangely, this was one of the ways that traditionalists (the most religious) and
resisters (the least religious) were alike. “Traditionalists tend to see a clear distinction
between what they regard as stories that are part of religious tradition, and those that fall
outside of, or even corrupt, religious tradition. …. What these teens share in common is a
strong commitment to conservative religious tradition that emphasize morality, and a
resulting tendency to see beliefs and practices of their religion as distinct from what they
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assume about the U.S. media” (pp. 139-140). A lot of the conversations with
traditionalists, particularly traditionalist evangelicals, were reduced to discussions of
personal morality and transgressions that occurred in the media. In Clark’s findings, we
can see echoes of some of the narratives about media discussed in the previous chapter,
for example media producers as Other and condemnation of immorality. Although in
Clark’s study, the condemnation was more systematic than idiosyncratic. I suspect that
the difference in findings there are a result of Clark investigating across different
denominations, some of which have clearer doctrinal guidelines for morality in media
than the Baptist faith, which emphasizes individual autonomy. Clark’s study revealed
condemnation that often also reflected a conservative political orientation. This is also an
area where my own conversations with those that wish to maintain that boundary in this
study diverge. Many of the narratives of media as separate had little to do with
conservatism or personal morality.
Participants that wished to keep mass media and religion separate either did so
selectively or characterized their religious worship as more corporeal and immanent. For
example, Matt dismissed media relevance to his religious practice because he
characterized his religion as “more physical and face-to-face because of the church”
(personal communication, November 30, 2013). It is significant that Matt characterizes
religion as concrete and mass media as ephemeral. Religion is more present and real to
him than something that must be accessed through technology. The important factor for
Matt was what he can touch and actively do. There is an implied passivity in mass media
consumption that keeps mass media experiences unreal.
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Another example of such thinking occurred in Sunday service when the pastor
was trying to illustrate a point about converting people and coming to God. He asked a
series of polling questions about why were the congregants here. He successively asked:
are you a Christian because of an evangelical leader, such as Billy Graham; are you a
Christian because of some book you read; and are you a Christian because of Christian
media. To each of these questions, no one raised their hand. His final question was
whether they were here because of someone else, and most people raised their hand (field
notes, September 8, 2013). This reaction did not surprise me because I knew from
interviews and conversations that interpersonal influence does make up a large part of
people’s faith. However, this reaction also didn’t surprise me because of the implied
social pressure to react in this way. Now, if someone had come to Christianity through
Christian media or Billy Graham, they probably would not have been comfortable raising
their hand to admit it. On a personal note, Billy Graham revivals were a large part of my
early religious belief, but I wouldn’t have raised my hand. I also know from other
conversations that at the very least some congregants attended such revivals (field notes,
October 27, 2013) and numerous participants indicated they received meaning from
Christian media (as just a few examples: Jack, personal communication, November 11,
2013; Matt, personal communication, November 30, 2013; Paige, personal
communication, September 22, 2013). However, Pastor Tim’s point here and the
institutionally-sanctioned narrative here is that religion is an interpersonal affair, not
mediated, and present in the physical world.
The other way media were kept separate, selective separation, is closer to the
selective morality that Hoover (2006) noticed in his study and I discussed in the previous
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chapter. Some versions of media that are particularly pleasurable or fulfill a
psychological need for release or entertainment are exempt from religious scrutiny. One
of the most striking examples of this came from the pastor. After giving a detailed
account of how he analyzes mass media he consumes through a series of questions, he
immediately points to occasions that slip past such analysis:
So I always, like, when I view these media, whether it’s movies, I’m always
looking at it with a critical eye. Like what does my faith say about this? How does
this speak to my faith? And what does my faith… what do I say from my
perspective? So it’s always a dialogical conversation back and forth that I engage
the media with. With the exception, maybe, of Comedy Central or The Daily
Show, when I just want to laugh. And I let my guard down at that point in time,
and… or if I just want to go see a comedy or, you know. (Pastor Tim, personal
communication, December 11, 2013)
Through this light, religion provides even a relief from the rigors of religious life. But the
implication here is also that “just wanting a laugh” is something outside of the serious
business of religion, revealing just as much about narratives about religion as mass
media. Other participants, although not as explicitly as the pastor here, did discuss mass
media as an escape from life. For examples, Jack discussed shows such as Once Upon a
Time and Castle as a therapeutic escape for his wife from stressful ongoing contract
negotiations in her job as a teacher. In a later question about mass media he uses for
religious purposes, he switched exclusively to Christian media, indicating that only
Christian media should be used for such purposes (personal communication, November
11, 2013). Paige had a similar response. Her television choices, in particular of Wheel of
Fortune and America’s Got Talent, were characterized in our conversation as guilty
pleasures (she dropped her voice noticeably when discussing them) and not serious,
unrelated to any religious impulse (Paige, personal communication, September 22, 2013).
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In all these cases, the entertainment and pleasure that mass media can bring is an
entirely separate sphere from the role of religion.
In both versions of this narrative, media use and religious practice do not have the
opportunity to intersect. For those that see media as more unreal than religion, mass
media operates in a separate existential sphere. For those that see it as mere entertainment
it operates in a separate sphere of the mind. Both versions, however, seem at odds with
any theology that insists that God should be at the center of one’s life and is present in all
aspects of life.
Media as Tools
The second narrative interaction with media was reflected in participants’ explicit
use of mass media in their religious practice. In this narrative, as previewed in the
previous chapter in discussions of media morality and power, media are tools with the
potential for both good and evil. Tool is an apt term for this narrative. Tools are external
aids to get to some end, a shortcut to achieve something without which achievement
would be more difficult although perhaps possible. In all the examples discussed here,
media are used consciously to achieve some end, whether it is a better understanding of
scripture or further participation in communal religious life. Tools are in the control of
the user as long as that user has a degree of proficiency. The effectiveness of media as a
tools often depends on the users’ understanding of the medium in which they are using
(including their narratives about media). Finally, when tools are used, there is an effect
on the end product, just as hand stitching leaves a very different mark than sewing
machines. The byproduct of this narrative is that symbol systems are mixed in a way
participants may not intend and produce negotiated meanings. In other words, this
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narrative leads to mass mediated influence on religious belief with a range of
consequences. Furthermore, the selective use and interpretation of media reveals the
processes of identity-work. Through analysis of participants’ use of media as tools, we
see that even when unintentional and distancing from mass media, media have influence
on identity-work.
This narrative appears to be unique among the research as most researchers who
discuss evangelicals using mass media as tools either do so in reference to some moral
judgment, as in Hoover’s (2006) typology, or as a method for their own communication
to get their message out, as in Hendershot’s (2004) study of evangelicals use of media.
This is a different narrative. In this narrative, evangelicals are co-opting secular and
religious media they did not create to further their and others’ understanding of their
religion. They are refuting or ignoring either dominant and other negotiated readings of
the media. And their interpretation is a generative act creating a new entity. However, in
their explicit refocusing of meaning, they cannot fully leave behind the residue of the
multitude of other meanings.
Christian Media
The most obvious and literal use of media in religious practice is the movement of
sacred texts to new media, such as tablets and e-readers. This phenomenon is different
from others discussed in this study because it treats media as a delivery device more than
separate symbol system. I include it here because it does raise questions about how
religious experience changes through mediation. Although not usual, it was hardly
uncommon for participants to read their Bible electronically. One such example, Matt,
used his iPad at home for study as well as in Christian education class and worship
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service. The convenience and additional readily available information were clear
reasons for the migration from paper to electronics.
Well, one is I can get the print a little bigger and everything else, and, two, it’s
just accessible. I’m used to using it, so it’s very, very, to me, it’s very, very easy
to use it that way there. And then I can switch back and forth on versions of it. I
usually use the Revised Standard Version, okay? That’s been pretty much what
the church uses and everything else, but then if I want to go back to a King James
or something like that there, it’s very convenient to do it that way. (Matt, personal
communication, November 30, 2013)
Matt, in his seventies, finds the iPad Bible more suitable to his needs as it can be
stylistically altered to be easier to read and therefore comprehend. Switching versions
also suits his needs in giving more information, but also connecting to a previous version
of the Bible in a language more comforting as it is the version with which he grew up.
This switch in medium could be compared to earlier transformations of the Bible, such as
into the vernacular in the Protestant Reformation. This transformation was ideologicallydriven. Reformers wanted nothing and no one separating the reader from the sacred text
(Fortner, 2004). However, similar to that transformation, when you change the medium,
you change the message. Transformations to the vernacular caused different connotations
with the language change. Changes to electronics can cause similar changes. And the
transition from analog to digital thinking modulizes information, making it searchable,
but easily separated from context. Hypertextualization can enrich texts by connecting
additional information, but with each information the meaning may change. There is
some indication Matt does have this experience of hypertextualization, and the ease with
which he can move between explicitly religious texts and non-religious texts provides
ample place for mixing symbols:
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Researcher: It seems like it would be really searchable too on the iPad. Is it
more searchable that way? I’m just curious. Like, could you say: “Oh, I want to
know what the Bible says about such and such”? Could you…?
Matt: A lot of times what I’ll do is: I’ll go back and, say, I’ll go back and Google
it. Okay, I’ll Google a question, and then it will refer me sometimes to a religious
site.
R: Oh, okay.
M: And then I don’t necessarily take it. There’s… unless I know the site. (Matt,
personal communication, November 30, 2013)
The transition in and out of religious sites, from Bible to Google to some religious site,
indicates shifting religious authority and the potential for mixing. In the clicking around,
it becomes easy to confuse sources and from where information comes. The sheer amount
of readily available information becomes a problem in and of itself. It is another example
of the larger phenomenon I saw congregants responding to in this study of being unsure
where to find truth. Matt has had to develop a system through which he can pursue truth.
If questions arose for previous generations, they had a limited amount of resources that
were laborious to collect. Current religious practitioners could drown in information they
collect easily and must sift through largely unguided.
It is worth noting here that when media are treated as sacred objects the
relationship between audience and text may fundamentally change. By becoming sacred
objects, media here take on a unique cultural power. However, used here as a delivery
device, there is an open question as to whether the content fundamentally changes. There
is little evidence that other media in this study acquired this kind of cultural power,
although media frequently had a place of prominence. For example, my informants’
living rooms, as most living rooms in America were organized around the television set.
This fact could indicate a sort of worship of that object. Goethals (1981) made this
argument that specifically television has acquired a symbolic power in our culture in its
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importance in our lives. She argued that the television took on iconic functions, and
traditional icons create a sense of order in the world, model acceptable human behavior,
and answer spiritual questions. This study would require more observation of specific
media behaviors to come to this conclusion. However, in this instance, where religious
content turns a media delivery device into a sacred object, it is worth examining whether
the content is transformed there.
Scholars of Bible study are still theorizing what the effects of this type of
transformation of the Bible into hypertext may be. Fortner (2004) attempts to trace
changes from the first mass-produced vernacular Bibles to today’s digital age. He notes
five new capabilities: storage capacity, random search routines, combinability,
connectivity, and speed (p. 36). He notes some of this is a further democratizing of
information, increasing access to more tools. However, Fortner questions whether this
also erodes the legitimacy of religious institutions and wonders what guides will be in
place in a world where sacred information is readily available, but unordered and
undifferentiated. All this may have an effect on practitioners’ relationship with religious
texts. He notes Birkerts (1994) predicted the following effects: “(1) the erosion of
language through a cyclical impoverishment; (2) a flattening of historical perspective
through expunging a sense of chronology; and (3) the waning of the private self” (as
quoted in Fortner, 2004, p. 41).
While many of these effects would be a stretch to apply to Matt’s simple
statements about e-Bibles making study easier, the erosion of a definitive sense of truth
Fortner discusses here is not. Matt, similar to other participants, struggled with a desire

171
for a more absolute truth in a world where it was increasingly hard to find. For
example, when asked to define evangelical, he clung to simple definitive statements:
That’s a tough one. I believe in the Bible. I believe in Christ’s birth. And I pretty
much take the Bible for what it says, and I have a tough time with all the
interpretations that have come forward all the time. Every time you turn around
there’s a, you know, a new Bible out there, a new interpretation. And I was raised
on the King James version and pretty much take it for what it is. I think my faith
is strong. (Matt, personal communication, November 30, 2013)

Matt notes that the versions of the Bible that circulate contribute to this sense of
uncertainty. The version of the Bible he grew up with, ironically, the one he returns to
electronically is a salve for this uncertainty. Even in using Christian media, the influence
of the demands of the medium through which it is consumed changes the experience of
the Christian media.
Use of Christian media in religious practice is hardly a surprising observation
from this study. However, the creative and generative ways some were using Christian
media to engage their religion was at times surprising. For example, Jack uses Christian
radio as a way to negotiate some of his differences with Pastor Tim and supplement
where he needs more guidance. Jack pointed to several Christian media he listens to on a
daily basis in his delivery truck when asked what media he identifies with and receives
religious messages from. With some of these radio programs, Jack clearly tows the
dominant reading of these media. However, when the issue gets controversial and there
are explicit differences between the media and Pastor Tim’s reading, Jack struggles to
negotiate some middle ground. This struggle was evident in discussing the program Truth
for Life and the program’s pastor, Alistair Begg’s, view of homosexuality:
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And one could say that he is conservative, but he’s conservative with a loving
message. He would never… I’ve heard him talk about homosexuality. He doesn’t
bash it. … But he certainly is not… I don’t know. He… I guess he would… he’s
very Biblically-based, and… which I think is maybe where Tim and I are having a
bit of problems is that I believe that everything in the Bible is true, and I think that
Tim has said it is except for this. And that bothers me because, well, what
happens when we go: “Well, this isn’t true either and this one’s not true and that
one’s not true”? And, you know, like, do I believe that if you came to our church,
and you said: “I’m a thief. I’ve been arrested for theft five times, but I have quit
being a thief.” Would I welcome you? Absolutely, whole-heartedly. But if you
came to the church, and you said: “I’m a thief. I continue to be a thief. I want…
will you embrace me?” I have, I guess, a bit of a hard time with that. Yes, I would
still want to encourage you, but I couldn’t say to you… I couldn’t say to you:
“Listen, Saturday night let’s go rob a bank and then we’ll go to church Sunday
together.” (Jack, personal communication, November, 11, 2013)
The issue of homosexuality was a common source of anxiety for the belief of many of the
participants to whom I talked. As Moon (2004) found in her ethnography of evangelicals,
many participants were struggling with competing discourses and attempting to reconcile
a compassionate and Christian position. Jack attempts to suss out a position by comparing
homosexuality to the sin of theft. To Jack, both are Biblically-dictated sins, but in the real
world the issue gets more complex because in the real world connecting homosexuality to
sin can hurt people and is associated by some with discrimination. Here, Jack struggles to
reconcile his personal Biblical literalism with Pastor Tim’s less literal approach.
Having listened to Begg’s sermons on the topic, in which Begg calls
homosexuality “unnatural,” “shameful,” and “perverse,” (Truth for Life, 2012), I would
call Jack’s characterization of Begg’s position a negotiated meaning both incorporating
the concept of literalism and Jack’s own view of himself without using the strong
condemning language that Begg uses. Begg’s position, although well-meaning, strongly
condemns homosexuality in ways that would be hurtful to Christian homosexuals. Jack’s
softening of Begg’s position is actually an effort to soften himself, implicitly saying that

173
he, himself, is loving and compassionate, despite trying to uphold Biblical literalism.
Jack’s main problem with Pastor Tim’s interpretation is its relativism, not the compassion
with which Pastor Tim wishes to approach the issue of homosexuality. It is this struggle
with relativism that is in many ways the defining way people approach mass media. For
Jack, this makes Begg’s railing against relativism and for the absolute (in the same
sermon Begg discussed “quicksands of relativism” and the “dilemma of modern man who
rejects any absolute stance”) that much more attractive. But the change of the message is
the most interesting media behavior. Even when belief is consistent with one’s own,
some negotiation occurs. Jack’s use of the radio program as a tool here illustrates that
even in using a dominant meaning for Christian media, the context in which the tool is
used can change that meaning.
Other participants also used Christian media in a lived religious way. Paige
discussed using a religious radio program as a guide in her daily life:
It’s called Proverbs 31 Ministries. And she was relaying a story about how her
daughter kept struggling with feeding the dog, so every day she was like: “You
have to feed the dog. You have to.” So finally they decided to say to her you
should not eat breakfast until you’ve fed the dog first. So then she goes on to say:
well, what in my life am I not feeding the dog? So, she said, for her job she’s on
the computer, you know, constantly. She said, “Well, I can, you know, do my
Bible reading before I even turn my computer on. So now when I sit down at the
computer, whether it’s work-related or not, before I turn my computer on I read
my Bible.” I thought, man, that’s awesome because I’ve struggled with that my
whole life. I wasn’t a big reader as a youngster, and now I love to read, but it’s
not the first thing I pick up. So now my rule is: I can’t turn the computer on until I
read my Bible. And it works for me 90% of the time, so it’s a nice habit for me.
(Paige, personal communication, September 22, 2013)
Here, Paige is using a radio program in a way similar to a daily devotional, meant to keep
her in touch with her religious sensibility in her daily life. This is an example of lived
religion as well, incorporating internet habits with religious habits. Doug as well as
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getting an email devotional everyday in his inbox, discussed Christian author Donald
Miller (discussed in more detail in the proceeding chapter) (personal communication,
November 16, 2013). Mitch also received religious instruction from Christian author Josh
McDowell (personal communication, September, 22, 2013). Primarily the Christian
media that participants seemed to use were either books, radio programs, or internet
resources.
There was a similar pattern of types of media used institutionally. The church
subscribed to several Christian media programs that congregants were encouraged to use.
The Christian education class I attended regularly used a program called the Wired Word,
which used religious news wire stories of major news stories to create discussion
questions for small groups. Another online program the church participated in was an
online advent retreat led by the pastor’s wife called Illuminated Online Advent Retreat, in
which participants received emails and music meant to highlight meaning in the
Christmas season. In the church’s classes to connect and reconnect people to Christianity,
a variety of materials were used. In the class I sat in on, they used a text, Basic
Christianity by John Stott, a 50-year-old treatise that attempts to reason to a belief in
God, providing “logical” arguments why Christianity is correct. As with individuals,
there was an emphasis on online and book materials. Each used for instructional purposes
as well as infusing everyday life with religious meaning.
Secular Media
Pastor Tim was very explicit in his motivation for using media in religious
practice as a tool in which he asserted control of interpretation. Media here move beyond
a delivery device, encompassing also the repeated messages of media content as well. His
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use of secular movie clips in service was based in media’s perceived powerful role in
our culture, but tempered by the religious interpretations he placed on them.
So they’re stories, and, I mean, in some sense, you could say that movie clips,
movies are our mythology, today’s mythology. I mean, they’re the myths we tell
each other today, and so they contain the same subjects and topics as the myths of
yesteryear or history or ancient history even. And so I hope people can connect
with it culturally, that it’s something, you know, that they watch movies
themselves, right? And so that’s one reason. I think also to use it as an
illustration.” (Pastor Tim, personal communication, December 11, 2013)
Pastor Tim uses the term mythology here as an expression of collective, common stories
that guide our lives. There is a slight implication here that these collective, common
stories are in competition with Biblical stories. But there is an even stronger implication
here that they need to be connected with Biblical stories (as will be discussed in the
proceeding chapter). I found no indication that congregants thought as clearly about this
mythological role for mass media. Pastor Tim went on to explain his interpretation of the
message of the film, which he also outlined in a previous sermon (field notes, December
1, 2013). In that sermon, Pastor Tim criticized the film for its message of self-reliance
instead of reliance on God.
And so I use them to say: okay, well what does this say? And sometimes the
messages are positive, like in Shawshank Redemption. And it’s also a way of
getting people to engage issues that, you know, are in the Bible, but in a different
way. So pulling them out of that context and, you know, getting them to engage in
a movie allows them to think about the topic. And then you can say: okay, now
what does scripture say about this? What does Jesus say about this? (Pastor Tim,
personal communication, December 11, 2013).
Pastor Tim clearly has a method through which religious people should engage media. In
this method, mass media are used in conjunction with other religious resources, such as
the Bible, to make religious practice relevant to contemporary settings and problems.
This method is one of the characteristics of lived religion discussed in chapter 2: the act
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of making the transcendent immanent. When performing this method as described
here, mass media, even secular mass media, can enrich practice, cause engagement with
faith, and be used as a pedagogical tool.
However, in practice, several problems arise from assuming this is the default
media behavior among evangelicals. First, as we’ve seen from the previous narratives
discussed, people do not always engage with media religiously. Most participants
discussed exceptions to critically reading media. Media that was “just for entertainment”
would escape such assessment. Second, this method ignores the complicated symbol
systems media create. Those symbol systems then create juxtapositions in lived religion
where real meaning-making occurs.
The variety of strategies in adapting secular media to religious was evident in a
series of sermons Pastor Tim delivered using Dr. Seuss. There is some precendent in
adapting this media in popular literature with books such as The Gospel According to
Pixar, The Gospel According to Star Wars, The Gospel According to The Simpsons, and
more. Pastor Tim’s aid came from James W. Kemp’s The Gospel According to Dr. Seuss.
These sermons utilized a number of media, using both the book and videos of the Seuss
stories in church. In one sermon, Pastor Tim adhered closely to Kemp’s interpretation.
The original Dr. Seuss story, The Sneetches, tells the story of two imaginary groups in
the society called the Sneetches, one group with stars on their bellies and the others with
none. The group with stars discriminated against those without stars until the day a man
came into town with the ability to put on and remove stars. What proceeded was a long
line of adding and removing stars, while the man who owned the machine got rich.
Kemp’s interpretation was one of not concentrating on differences among fellow
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Christians, but instead trying to get unity. “So often, the things that divide are trivial
things, not much different from stars upon bellies. We who are Christians need to
recognize and appreciate more fully the family traits that unite us” (Kemp, 2004, p. 70).
Pastor Tim’s interpretation was similar, using sometimes even the same phrasing (both
calling Seuss “rich social commentary”) and examples (the example of unity from the
Pirates 1979 World Series in chapter 2) as Kemp (field notes, May 26, 2013). His real
addition to this interpretation was connecting this interpretation to the biblical story of
Jesus instructing the appropriate apostle behavior towards his own family (John 19:25-27,
Oxford Annotated Version). Pastor Tim used this to emphasize the disconnect that can
happen between biological and spiritual families.
The other sermon shows how far an interpretation can venture from these aids.
Using the story of the Zaxes, Pastor Tim illustrated that blind adherence to tradition can
be a harmful expression of pride. In the original story, there are two creatures called
Zaxes in a vast wasteland, one north-going and the other south-going. They meet, but can
go no farther because neither will move to the side to let the other pass. They stay
standing there even as the world gets built up around them. Kemp’s interpretation is a
simple condemnation of the dangers of pride (although his negative example of labor
disputes is politically telling). Pastor Tim went a vastly different route, connecting this
story to a letter Paul wrote to the Corinthians concerning the practice of veiling and
gender hierarchy (1 Corinthians 11:1-16, Revised Standard Version). In this passage,
there is a fairly unambiguous message about gender hierarchy:
But I want you to understand that the head of man is Christ, the head of a woman
is her husband, and the head of Christ is God. Any man who prays or prophesies
with his head covered dishonors his head, but any woman who prays or
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prophesies with her head unveiled dishonors her head—it is the same as if her
head were shaven. For if a woman will not veil herself, then she should cut off her
hair; but if it is disgraceful for a woman to be shorn or shaven, let her wear a veil.
For a man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but
woman is the glory of man. (For man was not made from woman, but woman
from man. Neither was man created for woman, but woman for man.) (1
Corinthians 11:3-9, Revised Standard Version)
Paul establishes here the gender hierarchy of the church, clear differentiation between the
roles of men and women and the authority of men over women. Pastor Tim found a more
nuanced interpretation, however. He notes that an uncritical reading of this passage could
create a justification for discrimination. He goes on to note that the role of women in the
early church was more varied, that they were leaders as well. He sets up the first Zax as
“maintaining tradition.” The second Zax is a little unclear. He alluded to it being openmindedness, but that would be inconsistent with the Seuss story. This inconsistency and
confusion is part of the clash of symbols systems. The role of tradition and change here
remains ambiguous and truth gets more elusive, not less. These two examples both
illustrate how media as tools can both add and detract from understanding. The mixing of
symbol systems is never simple, self-evident, or universal in its interpretation, making it
tricky business for religious instruction.
Other examples of electronic media followed a similar pattern of clashing symbol
systems creating ambiguity. One of the earliest and most successful examples I noted was
the playing of a clip of the movie Shawshank Redemption at Easter (field notes, March
31, 2013). In that sermon, Pastor Tim compared the wrongfully imprisoned character,
Andy, to Jesus. On some levels the comparison works. Andy was punished for the crimes
of others, similar to the Christian idea that Jesus died for our sins. Also, Andy does save
the humanity of the inmates, restoring hope and dignity to the other prisoners through
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small acts of rebellion and kindness as well as his escape. The film is also not short
on religious allusions and language. The warden announces on Andy’s arrival in prison
that he believes in two things: discipline and the Bible. But throughout the movie, his
religious nature is revealed as nothing more than a façade (which is paralleled by hiding
his account books documenting the laundered money behind a framed Bible verse). In the
meantime, Andy also displays an ability to quote the Bible and his serene temperament is
consistent with the popular representation of Jesus in art and the popular imagination. In
the words of the other main character, Andy seemed as though he “had an invisible coat
that would shield him from this place” (Glotzer, Lester, & Darabont, 1994), perhaps
placing him in the world, but not of it.
Pastor Tim, in essence, interprets Andy as what Kozlovic (2003; 2007) calls a
cinematic Christ-figure. Many such films with Christ-figures contain a “sacred subtext,”
also called “’anonymous religiousness’” or “’overtly religious themes in a secular
wrapper’” (p. 203). As Kozlovic illustrates, the Christ narrative is not unusual in secular
film. Through repetition it becomes part of the cultural store of narratives with which
larger audiences are comfortable. But left out of Kozolovic’s analysis is how the use of
popular film characters as Christ-figures can change the Christ narrative. Although the
portrayal of Andy is overwhelmingly positive, as a realistic character in a movie he
clearly diverges from the sinless portrayal of Jesus in the Bible. Andy, after all, is first
introduced in the movie drunk with a gun in his hand. He aids the warden and guards in
defrauding the government and committing crime. And his escape from prison was
hardly the selfless sacrifice of dying for the sins of others. This secularized version of
Christ is clearly more identifiable for the audience, but falls short of orthodoxy. The real
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value of presenting such a secularized version of Christ, however is the very thing
that distances it from traditional versions of Christ. Although not providing something
concrete, providing something identifiable is a version of lived religion, which makes the
transcendent imminent. While the religious version of Christ may be cold and distant, this
secularized version is someone we know. Here, again, the media tool alters the religious
message, perhaps here making it more understandable and closer to congregants
experience.
Another example of a sermon centered around secular media, but this time
condemning the message, involved the use of the movie Kung Fu Panda, which was
alluded to above. In the service, Pastor Tim gave a summary of the movie. He then
showed a clip from the film in which Po the panda opens the dragon scroll, which was
supposed to make him a powerful warrior. However, the scroll is blank. He realizes he
had the power to save the village all along within him. Pastor Tim pointed out that this is
an “age old temptation”: to believe that humans can assert control and insure our security,
and that we need nothing outside of ourselves. Some of the misplaced faith is in scientific
humanism, technology, economic systems and military might, according to the pastor.
Pastor Tim condemned this with two points: 1) that God is omnipotent and 2) that it is
God that makes us strong (field notes and transcript, December 1, 2013). As support,
Pastor Tim contrasted the film’s message with Psalm 29, which expresses the power of
God through the power of nature: “The voice of the Lord is over the waters the God of
glory thunders, the Lord thunders over the mighty waters. The voice of the Lord is
powerful; the voice of the Lord is majestic. The voice of the Lord breaks the cedars; the
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Lord breaks in pieces the cedars of Lebanon” (Psalm 29:3-5, Revised Standard
Version). Pastor Tim here is refuting what he interprets as the dominant reading of the
film.
Further examination of the movie, however, reveals multiple messages, some
consistent with Christian faith and others opposed. The other repeated message within the
movie is “all you have to do is believe” and that faith can be transformative, a similar
message to the Protestant doctrine of soles fide, salvation by faith alone. The master of
the master, the most sage character, espouses this tenet in his dying words. Another very
consistent message is that there is a grand design. The most repeated line in the movie is
“There are no accidents” (Damaschke, Osborne, & Stevenson, 2008). This sentiment, too,
could be interpreted as consistent with Christian doctrine. The material point here is that
these messages when viewed from the standpoint of a congregant cannot necessarily be
separated for the pastor’s interpretation. In conversations, Pastor Tim seems to think that
we all receive the messages the same way:
Like the Kung Fu Panda was a… you can just watch it and say: “Oh, no big deal.
There’s no message there.” But, you know, like when he’s supposed to have
this… when he gets the dragon scroll, and it’s gonna transform him into this
awesome warrior that’s going to defend the city. And it’s not… he doesn’t get the
special powers, right? And then his father tells him: there’s no secret ingredient.
And he looks at it, and he sees his reflection. And he’s like: “Oh, there’s no secret
ingredient. There’s nothing I need. I could just do this myself. I could rely on
myself.” And he goes, and I think he saves the village. And if I recollect the rest
of the movie, and he defeats the, you know, he becomes Kung Fu Panda. And he
defeats the guy because he finds it within himself. And so I think, one, I want to
show people that movies have messages, and they shape… they communicate to
us. And we have to be… we wanna be aware of that dynamic. (Pastor Tim,
personal communication, December 11, 2013)
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Pastor Tim is here concerned with the message he sees as dangerous theologically,
and assumes all of us are seeing it the same way, an assumption we know from cultural
studies is shaky ground.
Many of these examples are examples from service that were used by the pastor,
but congregants also used secular mass media as tools. One example outside of service
and not initiated by the pastor occurred at the Saturday breakfast for the needy, which
produced visible evidence that the clash of symbols can be confusing and contradictory.
The Saturday before Christmas some of the congregants showed part of the movie, The
Nativity Story. Released in 2006, The Nativity Story is a Hollywood treatment of the birth
of Christ with an attempt at realism (Scott, 2006). After some wrestling with getting the
DVD to play at the right spot with a television on a media cart, one of the deacons played
the scene from the movie where Mary gave birth. The intention of this exercise was to
share the meaning of Christmas with a group of possibly non-believers and some aspects
were quite successful. First, all activity stopped for the movie, including cleaning in the
kitchen and eating in the fellowship hall. The children present were sitting on the floor,
eagerly asking questions of a young congregant who sat beside them on the floor related
to the plot: who was that character, what were they doing, and the like. However, the
movie also distracted from its purpose. The birth in the movie is amazingly quick, lasting
three and a half minutes (although there was some time lapse). It was also portrayed as
relatively painless. Several of the women balked and laughed at the lack of realism of
such a quick, painless birth (field notes, December 21, 2013). This disconnect between
the movie and their experience hurt the credibility of any attempted message. This
episode is an interesting contrast to the Shawshank Redemption example discussed above.
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The perceived realism of the Andy character brings congregants closer to God,
whereas the lack of perceived realism of the child birth drives people farther away.
Again, we see that the concept of “what is real” is central to the reception of the
perceived religious message. In watching the full movie, Mary was clearly presented as
the protagonist with which the audience was to identify, but the heavy-handed religious
elements which the audience was unlikely to experience (e.g., disembodied voice of God,
angels appearing, and the Christmas star appearing as a spot light) takes the audience out
of the story and casts doubt on it (Boyter, Emmerich, Hardwicke, Rich, & Van Rellim
2006).
New Media
New media had a unique role among participants in the study. Discussions of
social media are inherently different from discussions of other media because the
distinction between producers and consumers are blurred. Participants have more control
over their own social media content and can choose how they are represented to a certain
extent. Both through personal social media and institutional pages, new media were tools
of religious expression for certain members of the church. Social media at the
institutional level most frequently occurred via Facebook. In observing the church’s
community Facebook page for 14 months (April 2013 to May 2014), I recorded 144 posts
by the institution. Even though this is the institutional page, posting was primarily
maintained by several of the congregants, not staff. Posting was most frequent in months
with religious holidays (around Christmas and Easter) and in the transition into fall with
new programs beginning at the church. Posting was inexplicably least frequent in
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February and March 2014. Posting would frequently happen several posts at the same
time on the same day.
These posts were of several types: announcements involving upcoming events,
bible verses, sharing of various religious media (music, video, web sites), photos, and
attempts at religious instruction. Posting photos was the most frequent use of the page at
34.7 percent of the posts, followed by event announcements (29.9 percent), sharing media
(21.5 percent), religious instruction (13.2 percent), and bible verses (2.1 percent). Even in
looking at just the frequency of what was posted we see the centrality of sociality and
communal life. Religious life is expressed as inherently social. The media tool here
points to a distinct self-definition of religion and religious life.
The primacy of displaying photographs is revealing in and of itself. Photos are
almost always at communal events that are celebratory and happy. As others have
illustrated about Facebook use, display of self is often an attempt at expressing self at the
most ideal (Mendelson & Papacharissi, 2011). Why should display of a community
institution be any different? An institution committed to expanding its membership would
be even more committed to displaying an ideal version of itself. That ideal version of this
church emphasizes sociality and the young. Almost all photos show interaction between
different members of the congregation. The young are overrepresented in photos
comparative to the make up of the church. Of the 50 photo collections displayed 38 (76
percent) prominently feature someone in their 30s or younger, frequently college-age or
younger. A significant portion of the church, those over 50, are noticeably absent from
the photo collections. I suspect that there could be several reasons for this disparity. First,
the church could want to project a youthful image. Second, the culture of frequent
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picture-taking that social media has produced is probably more pronounced with
people who grew up with social media. As a result, more photos of younger people
appear on the page. The media sharing category is the most interesting in terms of
evangelical use of mass media. This media shared on the institution’s page indicate a tacit
endorsement. Unsurprisingly it is all Christian media, mostly Christian music videos and
tracks (64.5 percent). This mode of expression is also a way of defining religion for the
church: one that is contemporary and not traditional. This media tool creates a distinct
collective identity, one which may exclude parts of the congregation.
But how are congregants receiving this message? Some reception and degree of
engagement with this material can be assessed by Facebook metrics. For example, posts
on the page received an average of 4.2 likes, but photos were the most liked content,
averaging at 7.23 likes. The most liked content were photos involving children, holding
the top four liked posts for the whole year. The number of likes indicates that this young
expression of collective identity is one with which congregants that follow on Facebook
are comfortable. The least liked posts were media sharing at an average of 1.5 likes.
However, we cannot conclude from this that people did not like these posts as there could
be numerous other reasons a post goes un-liked, such as not being seen in people’s
timelines or people’s busy schedules not permitting Facebook time.
Commenting also provides some information about reception, but not much, as
commenting was infrequent with an average number of comments to posts around .36
and less than a quarter of posts had comments (39 posts had comments, excluding
comments related to photo albums across time, which was another 10). Much of what is
demonstrated here is what Wirtz, Ngondo and Poe (2013) found in their study of
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denominational web site and social media use that little dialogic communication is
happening between religious institutions and followers, using Facebook instead as a
bulletin board. “Most of the recent tweets were announcements about upcoming events
also. So while the number of denominations with a social media presence reflects the
growing importance of social media in the United States, it seems that once again most
denominations see social media as another tool for pushing out information to members
and adherents” (Wirtz, Ngondo, & Poe, 2013, p. 177). However, one quarter of these
post comments in this study featured religious language or content, which may be a
distinct way religious users express themselves on Facebook and may warrant further
research.
Sharing provides another metric for not only positive reception of a post, but a
strong desire to endorse a post. There were only 10 shares throughout the year, mostly
about upcoming events or photos. It is worthwhile to further examine the two media
sharing shares that occurred: a video of the praise band at service and a video
encouraging people to come to church by refuting reasons to not go. The praise band
video was posted in September 2013 and featured a single stagnant shot from the balcony
of the church. The note in the share indicates that the person has not listened to the video
and that they are in the background in the choir. This share seems more centered around
the person being in the shot than the content of the video itself. The praise band does
have a YouTube channel where they post such videos from various viewpoints around
the sanctuary. Usually one shot, of varying video quality, with uneven sound quality, the
videos have an amateur aesthetic. The channel has 47 subscribers. Some videos have in
the thousands of views, but most have under one thousand, indicating limited reach.
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These videos created by members of the church fulfill much of the same purpose as
posting photos, a desire to see oneself.
The other shared video is far more interesting. First, shown in service on
December 8, 2013, the video attempts to refute people’s reasons for not going to church.
In conjunction with an initiative called Invitation Sunday, this video was meant to inspire
members of the church to invite people to service on December 21. Produced by another
church in Las Vegas that produces many such videos, the video features slick video
production and sound, a contrast to the church’s own videos. Following the chain of
shares in this posting indicates that friends of church members went on to share as well.
This could indicate something about the need for high production values when posting
material the church wishes to spread beyond the congregation. The argument within the
video is also clearly one endorsed by those sharing the video (one share involved a mass
Facebook invitation to church). The refutation is largely an emotional appeal based on
anecdotes from that one church. For example, when the words appear: “I can’t go to
church until I get my life together,” a woman appears onscreen saying “church is how I
got my life together” (Central Films, 2009). There is no indication of how this happened
or that it will happen to anyone else. This media artifact is a tool with a clear purpose: to
convince people to attend church. However, as with the other social media here, the video
also produces a strong message about what members of the church think of the church.
The emphasized refrain in the video is “it’s not about a religion; it’s about a relationship”
(Central Films, 2009). This language is similar to repeated language in discussions I had
with participants. At the very least, this tool reinforces certain religious ideas. But this
video also contains many scripts the viewer can use in their evangelizing.
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Religion and religious instruction took a backseat on Facebook. Congregants
were less interested in discussing and expressing their religion than in expressing
versions of themselves in photos and videos. Religious instruction had some of the fewest
likes (averaging 2). Three of the religious instruction posts had comments, but they were
the pastor elaborating on the post, not congregants responding. Pastor Tim at times
reposted his e-ponderings on the Facebook page and they never received comment and
frequently did not get liked. The overwhelming message of Facebook here is the primacy
of sociality and relationships over theology. Interestingly, in Mendelson and
Papacharissi’s (2011) study they found a primacy of relationships and sociality among
Facebook photos of college students. The media tool here (geared towards sociality)
clearly furthers thinking of religious life as social.
Personal social media showed similar patterns, specifically the construction and
maintenance of a very particular version of their religion. With permission, I followed
several of the participants on Facebook and monitored their Facebook use over the eight
months of field work. Overtly religious postings were infrequent, but not rare. The vast
majority of postings had no overt mention of God, religion, or religious concepts. There
were some clear patterns to religious postings.
Most of the overt postings were expressions of being “blessed,” requests for
prayers or expressions of prayers for someone else. Sometimes the expressions of being
blessed happen alone: “I am so blessed” (personal communication, August 14, 2013).
Responses sometimes express agreement or further expressions of being blessed. One
response to this one noted: “And we are blessed to know you.” Expressions of being
blessed often accompanied reasons for this: “Counting my blessings. Daughter[‘s]
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business is beyond busy. Thankful we can give her a hand. Have enjoyed
granddaughter … in VBS [vacation bible school] and more with us this week…”
(personal communication, July 24, 2013). This same participant took the month of
November to post one thing she was thankful for every day, at times overtly thanking
God: “Thankful today for being able to see. What a blessing sight is!” (personal
communication, November 7, 2013). Some commenters use the word “blessings” as a
closing for communication. “I was there today and didn’t see you. … Sorry to miss you.
Hope its [sic] successful. Blessings, [name]” (personal communication, November 8,
2013). At times, many comments note that the poster is a “blessing.” (personal
communication, November 13, 18, 2013). Blessings posts communicate a discourse about
God as benevolent and personal. In the image of these posts, God cares personally for
your well-being and is insuring that you will be well. Comments and responses of
agreement, which are frequent, indicate a collective creation and maintenance of this
discourse. Details of how these blessings are practically working in people’s lives adds
further credibility to this discourse.
Some of these blessings posts tend to attribute all good fortune to the work of
God. But sometimes the expression is one expressing that all fortune is in the hands of
God: “Welp [sic] I give up trying to find a second job. Apparently God has something
else in store for me, just wish I knew what. Sigh, living by faith is tough sometimes…”
(personal communication, June 25, 2013). Comments for this post were distinctly not
religious, but advice on how to earn money. This is distinctly different from any post
about how blessed people are asking for prayers, which we will see below elicits many
religious responses. I suspect the difference is that this type of expression is more
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difficult theologically. There are easy scripts for when it seems like a benevolent God
does good things, but when an omnipotent God causes bad things, the script isn’t readily
available.
Requests for and expressions of prayer were also common online. In these posts,
posters are often expressing difficulty in their lives or in larger news events. Dangerous
weather in other areas particularly elicits requests for prayer (several examples include
tornadoes in one participant’s hometown and floods in another (personal communication,
May 20, 2013; June 27, 2013). The winter during my field work was particularly snowy
and so had many such expressions, sometimes accompanied by later relief at people’s
safety. This post: “…Roads were not the worst I’ve ever travelled, but certainly the
slowest. Prayers for those affected. Thankful to be home” was followed by a later
comment by the same poster: “Praise the Lord for the safety of [list of names] and all
others on the road today. … Blessings on all those who must still be out there making the
roads safe for the rest of us.” (personal communication, December 8. 2013). Prayer
requests also were for personal difficulties: “Everyone pray. Dad was in a motorcycle
accident tonight. Don’t ask me details. I don’t know much. Just pray, please…” (personal
communication, April 24, 2013). Comments under these posts (53 in total), many from
fellow congregants, indicate that they are praying for the poster. Posts like this also tend
to elicit a large number of likes (this one had 70). These likes of course are not
expressions of liking the situation, but indications of support and perhaps even an
indication that they will do as requested and pray. These types of requests require a
follow-up from the poster updating followers and thanking for the prayers (personal
communication, April 24, 2013). As with many blessings posts, the script here is readily
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available. There is offline precedence for such prayer requests. The movement of
such requests online is merely a continuation and extension of the practice beyond the
church walls. Of course it is also maintaining a larger discourse of a personal, benevolent
God that not only cares, but is responsive to followers’ problems.
The last category of overt religious expression I found was overt proselytizing or
religious instruction. The posting of this material is the active construction of certain
version of theology. The number of people I was following is too small to make any
particular conclusions about patterns to the theology presented as there was some variety.
But what is clear is that this construction online is discursive, as people would post and
then another would respond. At times this was just an expression of belief: “We serve a
risen savior. He’s in the world today. Inspiring sunrise service this morning. Have a
blessed Easter everyone [sic]” (personal communication, March 31, 2013). These
declarations do not tend to elicit response, but do receive likes. As with this example, the
declaration is one which is fairly uncontroversial within the community. It does seem to
have an implied vision of the audience as mainly Christian, assuming that they celebrate
Easter, for example. Sometimes these involve the posting of media, such as the reposting
of the December 8th video discussed above or the posting of praise music (personal
communication, September 22, 2013; December 11, 2013). Other expressions involve the
posting of religious content either from the bible or from devotional literature.
“[‘]Matthew 11:28-29 Come to me all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you
rest. Take my yoke upon me and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and
you will find rest for your souls.[‘] Am hurting for grieving and anxious loved ones. Hold
this verse of comfort close. Praying for them” (personal communication, September 28,

192
2013). This use of verse was accompanied by a prayer request, but still spreads
religious sentiment through a bible verse. In another example, religious instruction is
paired with bible verse in the posting of a devotional:
Inspiring thought.
[‘]Your Life is All About Love.
This world tells us the path to success is lined with signs like... Be bigger. Try
harder. Do more.
But that path is nothing more than a treadmill that will wear out our hearts and
lead us nowhere.
Trust me, I've tried it.
So what path are we called to instead?
Walk in the way of love. Ephesians 5:2
Love is the biggest dream, the grandest goal, the most glorious way to spend your
one precious existence.
So what does that mean today?
Simply get up and say, "God, today I want to love You, others and myself. Please
show me how."
Love is enough for this one day.
And it's enough for your one life.[‘]
-Devotional excerpt by Holley Gerth, from her blog Heart to Heart with
Holley. (personal communication, September 16, 2013)
This devotional, from a blog, does present a distinctive version of Christianity, but also
grounds it in biblical verse. The most interesting expressions, however, are the religious
advice and instruction given online, which tends to be more generative and creative.
When one poster requested advice for meditations for stress relief, one commenter was
dismissive of more Eastern versions of the practice: “How about guided meditation
through God’s word, [sic] He is the ultimate stress reliever” (personal communication,
August 30, 2013). God as stress reliever is a clear expression of lived religion. What is
unclear from the post is how this is actually achieved. There was no conflict in the
religious content posted. If there was advice posted, most frequently there were
expressions of agreement. For example, this post: “Thinking of and praying for the
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hurting people in my personal life and those numerous people on FB. Remember to
anchor yourself in God and his promises so you can be a support for others” was met
with the comment: “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good
deeds and praise your Father in heaven. Matt. 5:16” (personal communication, April 7,
2013). As discussed elsewhere, media here is used to triangulate a version of truth, not
just using scripture, but using the comments of others. Personal social media use is
clearly a site where versions of lived religion are negotiated.
Another site for negotiation were the various email lists members of the
congregation used. As discussed in the previous chapter, Pastor Tim’s e-ponderings were
used by multiple participants in their practice. E-ponderings operated as a blog for Pastor
Tim, allowing for announcements of events, sharing of community information, and
previewing of sermons, including the Bible verse on which the sermon was based every
Sunday. The style is informal, most frequently beginning with “Dear friends” and
including direct address as in a personal email. They serve as an important supplement to
the sermons, giving reflective questions and tying together multiple sermons in a series.
But the e-ponderings also supplemented in unexpected ways. Pastor Tim used
these media as a delivery device, but the medium itself changes the message. First, they
allowed the sermons to be multimedia. At times, Pastor Tim used these emails to link to
web material. This could be as simple as providing video materials shown in church or
more interestingly linking to mass media support for his points. For example, to support a
sermon in which he was making the point that being plugged in to the media all the time
makes us lonely, Pastor Tim linked to a Slate article on loneliness as well as Sherry
Turkle’s TED talk (Pastor Tim, 2014b). The intersections here are enough to make you
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dizzy in their circularity: using media to encourage people to use media to discover
that using media may be harmful. But despite the irony, by using email to encourage this
sort of reflection, Pastor Tim accomplishes many goals: 1) bringing religious reflection to
times and places outside the church and in everyday life; 2) using the cultural power of
secular media to add credibility to his argument; and 3) providing a multimedia artifact to
which congregants can return at other points with new perspectives and contexts. Another
way the e-ponderings supplement is to encourage the dialogic communication the public
Facebook page failed to provide. At times, Pastor Tim encouraged email responses to his
interpretations and in one initiative sent congregants to a private Facebook group to share
their spiritual practices with one another (Pastor Tim, 2014a). A further supplement was
to add information to sermons, such as including further popular culture examples. In one
e-pondering comparing Job’s riches to Bill Gates’ riches (Pastor Tim, 2013d) and in
another comparing struggles with self-esteem to Peanuts’ Charlie Brown (Pastor Tim,
2013b). This use of mass media could create further clarification or, as discussed above,
create ironic intersections. (The comparison of Bill Gates to Job is particularly interesting
considering Gates’ acquisition of wealth is not uncontroversial.)
One event discussed in an e-pondering and surprisingly not in the sermon was a
discussion of the Boston marathon bombing, which occurred during my observation
period. In my field notes, I was surprised by the absence of the event from mention at
church the Sunday after the bombing (field notes, April, 21, 2013). As a traumatic
national event, the logical role of the church here would be to address it theologically,
and there was no mention. However, Pastor Tim devoted quite a lot of space in his epondering that week:
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The illusion of control and safety, so many of us, myself included, buy into
was ripped away once again this past Monday at the Boston Marathon. The
images were horrific and saddened me greatly. I know that we have felt empathy
for the victims and their families, realizing it could have been someone we were
connected with who had been killed or hurt. I know we felt a desire for justice for
the perpetrators, whatever we mean by justice. I know we have said prayers for
the victims of the violence. I also said a prayer for us. I prayed that God would
help us remember all of those feelings today, not so that we would retaliate with
violence, but so that we might feel the same empathy we felt towards Bostonians
towards others in the world, whether they be Londoners, Egyptians, Israelis,
Palestinians, Australians or Pakistanis. Every single life in this world is precious
not only to God, but also to an individual’s loved ones. All, save perhaps for the
sociopath, share those feelings. (Pastor Tim, 2013a)
This passage illustrates another way these e-ponderings supplemented the sermon, which
is to bury potentially controversial ideas and topics in an effort to avoid conflict. There
are other examples, such as preparing people for an upcoming sermon on why divorce
may not always be unchristian (Pastor Tim, 2013c) and preparing congregants for a
meditation exercise during service:
The Deacons and I realize this might be a stretching experience for some if not all
of us. As always, participation in such experience is voluntary. But we hope you
will choose to participate, even if you are a little uncomfortable, because I have
discovered that it’s in some of those “uncomfortable moments” that I experience
the most spiritual growth. (Pastor Tim, 2014a).
This way of dealing with potential conflict is not necessarily an ineffective strategy in a
diverse congregation that still wishes to maintain relationships despite political and
theological differences. Pastor Tim noted this deliberate strategy in our interview:
I think people refrain from publicly speaking… I think people hold themselves
back publicly sometimes, or when I mean hold themselves, just don’t raise the
issue. …You know, are you going to have the silent… not have the… have a
silent conversation or the loud conversation? I think a lot of times we’ve chosen
just to have the silent conversation. I’ve observed just silent conversation, and
there’s reasons for that. … But I think in some ways how do we deal with those
differences is to focus on what unites us. … Focus on our common bond in Jesus,
to not allow the position to be more important than the person that you’re talking
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to, to listen, to be okay with diversity, to embrace diversity, actually, is what I
would say. (personal communication, December 11, 2013)
Some of the congregants also note this strategy, but perhaps see it more of a clever way
to argue as well as a way to maintain peace.
I think that Pastor Tim does a very, very good job of sneaking in his opinions
while not insulting or being overbearing about them, and while not saying: “This
is the correct way.” And I think that’s what he’s done a lot of in the past couple
months. … If he [Pastor Tim] would have walked into the church and preached
the same type of sermons that he’s preaching now, I’m pretty sure the church
would have kicked him out. But because they’ve come to trust him and come in
with an open mind, I think that he’s doing wonderful things to change some of the
mindsets. (Lindsay, personal communication, October 7, 2013)
However, other congregants who may not agree with Pastor Tim’s interpretation and
politics, discussed a feeling of perpetual struggle because of the lack of resolution such
avoiding can provide:
Jack: … And so… and Tim won’t commit to me why, I mean, he has… we have
discussed it, and he gives me answers, but they’re answers that don’t satisfy. I
almost feel like I would like to sit down with him for three hours, but then I worry
about: because of the hours I work and the hours he works, I don’t want to be, you
know, I don’t want to talk to him on a Friday or a Saturday, the day before he
preaches…But I look at it as being mean. I don’t want to be mean to him. And
years ago, Alanna, if the pastor said something, I just bought it lock, stock, and
barrel. He’s the student of the Bible. He went to seminary. I’m a truck driver. So,
you know, who am I, in a way? Who am I to question? And which then comes
around to this thing about, like, I almost feel like I’m in this battle with the devil
because, I mean, to me it’s almost like it’s a black or white issue, like I’m either
right and he is wrong or he is right and I am wrong, and either one of those two
scenarios is very bothersome to me, worrisome, more worrisome if he’s wrong
than if I am. Yet I can’t make it make sense to, you know, agree with him.
Researcher: So, do you make peace with that somehow or is it just…?
J: No, I fight with myself all the time. It’s kind of upsetting. (personal
communication, November 11, 2013).
The same strategy that may maintain peace, relationships and community, allows for this
kind of struggle in the gaps in communication it creates. This particular use of a media
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tool adds to the communication gap. Email in particular allows for large gaps, which
congregants must negotiate alone at their computers.
Outside church service and institutional uses of media, media were used as tools
at congregant led activities as well. At a college ministry meeting, Lindsay led a
devotional based off a web site called Creative Ladies Ministry. This devotional altered
back-to-school advice to incorporate Christian worship. For example, taking the advice to
“develop good study habits” and expand it to “take time to study the Bible as well.”
Lindsay would add commentary and examples as she read off advice from the web site.
What was notable about the devotional was how much it differed from the express
purpose of an evangelical college ministry, namely that the emphasis was on taking time
out of the secular world and reconnecting with Christians rather than spreading the word
of God. Along with the example above, students were encouraged to spend time with
other Christians because of the importance of spending time with people with a similar
mindset, even if just watching a movie or playing a game, and not spending so much time
evangelizing that you don’t fulfill your own spiritual needs (field notes, August 27,
2013). The media tool here was another shortcut to a shared understanding about what
this particular college ministry was about. Lindsay’s choice of tools here is also telling (a
choice enabled by the nature of the medium, the internet). Noting what media is used
clearly denotes a choice on the part of the participant indicating what they think is
spiritually significant and what is not. This choice reveals something about identity. The
choice here reflects more on the strengths of identity-factors related to being a college
student, more than being an evangelical. All the college students who participated in this
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study shared this common characteristic of the strong influence of this transitional
time in their lives, an influence discussed in the proceeding chapter.
Similar telling media choices were evident in the Christian education classes I
observed before worship on Sundays. The class was based on an internet subscription
service called “Wired Word.” This service develops lessons based on the news. Usually,
there are several lessons and the leader in the class, Henry, picks which one we discuss. I
noted that this decision more often reflected an effort to avoid any controversy more than
picking intellectually interesting topics. For example, the first week, amid a news media
engrossed in discussion of Syria and weapons-of-mass-destruction, we instead discussed
a woman who swam from Cuba to Florida (field notes, September 8, 2013). To be fair,
the following week we did discuss Syria, but the emphasis was only on the plight of the
Christians in the region (field notes, September 15, 2013). The class started with Henry
attempting to give context for the region, with a map that pre-dated the fall of the Berlin
wall. In giving the context, Henry emphasized Assad as a secular leader. The implication
indicated more surprise than anything else, but it is notable that the secular association
with an immoral leader was emphasized. Being secular is in many ways more evil than
other religious stances. Another emphasis that was very telling was the following week
when discussing Voyager leaving the solar system. Instead of concentrating on bigger
philosophical questions of the nature of the universe and God’s role, the discussion
quickly turned to if we encounter aliens, should we and how can we convert them (field
notes, September 22, 2013). Although Henry started by asking if the expanded universe
reinforced our belief in God, Henry and another older, frequently brash and forthright
class member, Bea, disagreed on whether the universe was more ordered or chaotic.
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Rather than exploring it, the group began to compare possible aliens to foreign
cultures. The discussion then turned to conversion of others. All of these choices reflect
aspects of belief that participants interpret as important: conversion of others, the plight
of their in-group, Christians, elsewhere, and characterizing secularity as extreme religious
other. These choices show that even when media is used as tools, it has clear implications
for identity-work.
Using media as tools in the ways discussed above is a way of distancing self from
that media. Implied in this narrative is an illusion of control over the medium and
interpretation that does not account for meaning artifacts from consumption, clashes in
symbol systems, and how selectivity illustrates and influences identity-work. These
narratives can be studied for the meaning created by the irony of the clash of symbols or
method of media consumption. In examining such irony, Perinbanayagam’s (2000) tropes
can be a useful lens. The trope of irony sets up a dialectic between these symbol systems,
which can create paradox that creates new thinking and perspectives. These narratives
can also be studied as artifacts of self-expression, revealing how evangelicals see
themselves. But this inadvertent engagement with media is closer to the actual keeping of
media separate discussed earlier in the chapter because it still externalizes the media.
Both narratives reflect a desire to maintain a boundary between media and religion, even
if that boundary is permeable. The last narrative with media has no such aim. When
congregants use media as a method, mass media and religion are integrated in a
dialogical process.
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CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS: INTEGRATING NARRATIVES WITH MEDIA:
MEDIA AS METHOD
The previous chapter discussed instances where media were used institutionally
for religious instruction, such as showing Kung Fu Panda and Shawshank Redemption
during service. Often when I asked about these attempts at instruction in my interviews,
participants noted that these were very effective, but when pressed had no real reflection
of the media text itself. Where I found true reflection was in the secular media individuals
looked to for religious meaning. This chapter is primarily about that reflection.
Lived religion dissolves boundaries through the inevitable collision of the
religious with the nonreligious in everyday life. The previous chapter discussed not only
how people sought to maintain those boundaries, but how difficult that maintenance can
be. In this chapter, boundaries are purposefully abandoned. This abandonment of such
boundaries is necessary as a strategy for concretizing and contemporizing a religion that’s
core narrative (the gospels) is over two thousand years old. Although for many people,
this core narrative is still a very vibrant source of religious inspiration and guidance for
daily life. Many times it is difficult to actually assess “what would Jesus do” in a world of
complex moral dilemmas and relative truth. Another reason for integrating narrative is to
put oneself through the gospel story and play out abstract morality through imaginative
media consumption. The examples in this chapter are strategies religious people use to
integrate their media consumption with their religious self-narrative. Each example
reveals much about the life of the religious and the struggle to reconcile absolute faith
with relative truth and illuminates how some of the concepts in chapter 2 operate
practically in everyday life.
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Maxine: The Story of Faith
In earlier chapters, we met Maxine, a former school teacher in her 70s and lay
leader at the church. Maxine is direct, plain-spoken and a product of a Midwestern
upbringing that values the tangible over the abstract. Maxine is first and foremost
practical, concentrating on what can be done with what is available. I was impressed by
how seriously and studiously she approached her religious practice, taking notes during
service and raising questions that illustrated a real engagement between religious ideas
and the messiness of everyday life. However, she often disparaged her own intelligence
and thought of herself as just “normal everyday folk.” Although Maxine was one of the
first congregants to seek me out and invite me to social events, she is actually a selfexpressed introvert, more comfortable around children than adults. She often could be
found working with youth. The younger children especially would dote on her and
sometimes call her grandma because she so clearly had genuine affection for the children
with which she worked. Her efforts at being social with me and others seemed to be
prompted by the collective identity and narrative map of the church as social and
welcoming, but there was still, at times, visible discomfort.
Narratives were important to how Maxine both expressed and processed her
identity. In our interview, for the question of “how do you identify religiously,” Maxine
gave a story and not a category:
Okay, I think I would have to start from the very beginning. My middle name is
Faith. My first name is Maxine after my maternal grandmother. My parents were
married for 16 years, never had any children. And then my mother became
pregnant with me. And my mother was 40, and the story is that, because that was
back in the time where there was the concern of older mothers and Down’s
Syndrome, that my mother and my grandmother, mother-in-law and daughter-inlaw, prayed, number one, that I would be a normal child, and “please lord, if
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possible, we would like a little girl, and if so her name will be Faith.” So,
before I was even born, there was this connection. I was carried to a country
church, of course before I could walk. So I think I would say mine is a very basic
faith of belief that: God loves me, God is here for me, God wants me to be there
for others. You need to let go of yourself. Be willing to be the hands and feet of
Christ because that’s what he wanted us to do. So [I] had a lot of ups and downs
in my life, more ups than downs, but Christ has been the stabilizing force that’s
kept me connected. (personal communication, October 11, 2013)
Maxine’s response highlights how limited survey research can be in this area. On a
survey question, she would have to note simply that she was Baptist, but that would not
fully express who she thinks she is religiously. To understand Maxine’s faith, you have to
understand her story. This story is in itself a form of narrative map; it is the parable
through which she acts religiously.
Maxine’s narrative map guides and organizes her thinking on religion. It is also
the entry point through which she engages with media religiously. Media become
opportunities to fill out this story, elaborate on it, and connect it to themes and the larger
world. Throughout our conversation Maxine would return to the story of her upbringing
as the story of her faith, connecting it to her response to media:
Maxine: I think The Blind Side has a religious message. It doesn’t come out and
say that it is a religious message, but it ties in very much with my roots from the
Midwest of: show me.
Researcher: So what would you say the religious message is?
M: [The] religious message there is be the hands and feet of Christ. Christ can’t
be there because he is not here in a physical sense, but here is someone who needs
help, and you have the hands and feet and the means of making a difference. Get
out there and do it. (personal communication, October 11, 2013)
Here, Maxine connects the Sandra Bullock movie The Blind Side with her own faith
narrative. In the movie, a rich housewife adopts a teenager who is a football prodigy from
the inner city ghetto (Bourne, Smith, Stoff, & Hancock, 2009). Maxine chose to interpret
this media text as an example of what religious people should do, but her interpretation
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was based in the larger narrative map she created in her autobiography that
emphasizes practical doing.
And I was raised by two very strong women, and they always… my dad was in
the picture, but not as influential as my grandmother and my mother. And they
always said: “Live the life. Don’t preach it by words.” I’m from Missourah, and
we say Missourah and not Missouri, the show me state. In other words, show me.
Show people, don’t go around saying: “Hey, I’m a Christian.” (Maxine, personal
communication, October 11, 2013)
Even outside our conversations, Maxine emphasized acts that could help others in a very
real, very practical way. In a Christian education class, when asked what is essential to
church, Maxine replied that it was important to carry one another’s burdens. To illustrate
her point, Maxine shared a story of how a church she was once part of helped a family
that lost everything in a house-fire. She related how in particular the church provided the
children of the family with toys (field notes, October 6, 2013). In emphasizing practical
doing, Maxine consistently returns to her self-narrative, her narrative map. At book club,
when discussing a book in which the main character was at one time homeless, Maxine
quoted her mother as saying “Everyone needs someone to do for” (field notes, November
19, 2013). At another time, emphasizing that religion comes from a very close place from
which we come she told a group discussing homelessness she said “The mission is where
you live” (field notes, August 11, 2013).
Her media interpretation is just part of this return and engagement with this selfnarrative, narrative map. The main character in the movie creates a perspective through
which Maxine experiences this narrative map. She is able to experience this perspective,
not because she is a rich housewife that adopts inner city teenagers, but because part of
her self-narrative can be reduced to that media narrative. Key differences then allow her
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to negotiate the message, to which she subscribes. Even though the religious message
is not explicit, Maxine’s self-narrative reveals the religious message. And Maxine’s
religious practice clearly also reflected (and influenced) this self-narrative. It is not
coincidental that Maxine works with children and provides a secondary family system as
the character in the movie did. Maxine’s religious narrative map provided a scaffolding
upon which she built her religious interpretations. Certain media she consumed and used
were also interpreted from the standpoint of this scaffolding. Narrative maps here provide
a general guide through which one can engage the world religiously, allowing
reconciliation between everyday life and religious principle, even in media.
Narrative Maps and Tropes
As discussed in chapter two, Holstein and Gubrium (2000) discovered in their
study of narrative identity that people constructed their identity using narrative maps
which can give cause and effect (or explanation of phenomena), and provide parables that
guide future behavior. These maps come from organizations in which one is embedded
and local culture. In that chapter, I used witnessing as a generic example of a religious
narrative map. But in this study narrative maps went well beyond witnessing and use of
mass media in creating these maps allowed for them to transcend both local culture and
organization. The mass media provide the parables, but these parables are not embedded
within a specific culture, but rather float freely through cultures.
As illustrated above, narrative maps affect interpretations of mass media. Maxine
connected her personal narrative map to another narrative in mass media. Thus mass
media can provide guidance through parables by creating tropes, another concept from
chapter two. Tropes are linguistic tools used to frame the self-narrative. These tropes are
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metaphor (perspective), metonymy (reduction), synecdoche (representation), and
irony (dialectic). When used in conjunction with narrative maps provided by mass media,
these tropes are one process of comparison and identification for the participant.
Specifically, characters from mass media become a perspective (metaphor) through
which people can reduce their self-narrative (metonymy) into a representation
(synecdoche) to participate in a dialectic (irony) between self-narrative and mass media
narrative. In the above example, Maxine uses mass media as a part of a reinforcing
system for their self-narrative, at times using secular mass media as an imaginative
extension of their own religious story through which they can work through religious
problems.
Narrative maps were also hugely relevant to collective religious identity, although
unrelated to media. One of the defining characteristics of narrative maps was their control
by veteran members and leaders of the organization. In many instances, many of the
congregants looked toward the lay leadership of the church for guidance on their
behavior and to shape to their own religious self-narratives. Although, not related to
media, these narrative maps are important to collective and individual religious identity.
For example, during my observation period, the church participated in a program called
“Church Unique,” in which some of the lay leaders and pastor attended seminars to
develop a new mission statement for the church. They presented the new mission
statement during Sunday service: “Transforming lives through Christ by building positive
connections in a diverse community.” In the presentation, the pastor emphasized
“diversity,” “positive connections,” and “hospitality” (field notes, January 12, 2014). The
keyword of hospitality was one that many participants used repeatedly in conversations
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with me and meetings with each other. It was a clear example of how language used
by leadership can filter into the narratives of those in the organization. So narrative maps
were common in establishing behavior and thoughts, particularly about collective
identity.
Jack: The Church of Others
No participant in this study struggled more with the space between reality and
absolute truth in religion than Jack. Jack is middle-aged and working class. Loud-voiced,
intense, but warm, Jack often reminded me more of the Southern Baptists I grew up with
than others in this study, particularly in his well-meaning, but often rigid opinions about
right and wrong. Although he grew up in the Protestant church, Jack became born-again
later in life and, as we’ve seen, struggled with his literal approach against Pastor Tim’s
more interpretive, figurative, and relativistic approach.
Previously I’ve discussed Jack in terms of his use of Christian media to negotiate
a position he can live with between competing forces of personal experience, biblical
literalism, and interpretive guidance that viewed media as a mere tool, creating a
separation between that media and religion. However, as we’ve seen, it can be difficult to
maintain that boundary. Some negotiations were clear examples of using a symbolic
inventory to find some sort of religious truth. As discussed in chapter 2, a symbolic
inventory is pool of symbols, narratives and stories from which people make highly
idiosyncratic meaning for their lives. Jack illustrated clear interaction with media as a
symbolic inventory.
For example, the discussion of the George Zimmerman verdict mentioned
previously prompted a very honest discussion between Jack and other congregants about
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how to know God’s will. In this discussion, Jack mentioned Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a
Baptist theologian in Nazi Germany that participated in the plot to assassinate Hitler. The
discussion was media-related because Jack’s knowledge of Bonhoeffer was from a 2003
documentary on the subject. The documentary Bonhoeffer wrestled with many of the
questions Jack voiced. In fact, Bonhoeffer was a great advocate of lived religion,
encouraging the church’s involvement in the problems of everyday life. “The church is
the church of others and must exist in the secular problems of everyday life” (Bonhoeffer,
as quoted in Doblmeier, 2003). In standard documentary style of historical photographs
with an omniscient voiceover and interviews with experts and those who knew
Bonhoeffer, the documentary is a simple linear telling of Bonhoeffer’s life, with
particular attention to the war years. The film discusses Bonhoeffer’s own struggle with
the moral dilemma of lying and murdering for the greater good. It discussed Bonhoeffer
as the moral center and justification for the resistance in Germany. It also discussed his
view that ethical principles are not a set of rules, but an openness to the will of God.
In the Zimmerman discussion, Jack tentatively said he didn’t know if he could
have done what Bonhoeffer had, meaning knowing that murder, a sin, was the right thing
to do. He compared what Bonhoeffer did to the killing of abortion doctors that happens in
contemporary times. Pastor Tim and some older congregants dismissed Jack’s
comparison and concern. The older congregants dismissal was based in the
overwhelming evil Hitler did. Pastor Tim’s dismissal was based on the fact that there are
mechanisms in place to repeal abortion that don’t require reverting to the extreme
measures of murder (field notes, July 14, 2013). It is unclear if this resolved the issue for
Jack. What is clear is the process of triangulation going on here between media,
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community and doctrine. Media went beyond a value-neutral tool here, in which he
learned something about his religion and came to conclusion. He actively and
imaginatively engaged with the media text and placed it in contrast with messages from
his religious community and his own Biblical study. Media was a part of the symbolic
inventory Jack used to juggle the question with the aid of religious sources and his
religious community.
Lindsay: The Inside Outsider
Because the church was in a college town, the college ministry was a vibrant and
important influence in the congregation. At times, the college ministry formed a second
church within the church. Lindsay was one of the lay leaders and most influential
members, also participating praise band. Very open and other-oriented, Lindsay
sometimes bridged the gap between the college ministry and other ministries in the
church. Lindsay stood out in the congregation for her occasionally funky style, with
partially shaved hair and unique clothes, and gregarious manner. In my conversations
with Lindsay, she was outspoken about her own life, her political beliefs and her opinions
about what religion should be. However, she made it clear that she did not make all in the
congregation aware of these views, particularly on the issue of homosexuality: “…I think
that talking about it would split up the church, almost definitely. And not necessarily just
that issue. Things like being a Republican and being a Democrat, same thing, would split
up the church” (personal communication, October 7, 2013). Although the issue of
homosexuality frequently came up, unprompted, in my conversations with participants, it
was extremely important in my conversation with Lindsay because of her identification
with the LGBTQIA community. Later, while in attendance at a talk on homosexuality
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and the church attended by several congregants of Jordan Baptist Church as well as
myself, Lindsay made it clear that the rejection of homosexuality by churches was an
issue that personally affected her religious life. After acknowledging her identification
with the community, she urged action in discussing the issue with the congregation and
noted that they were already alienating people by not discussing it (field notes, November
17, 2013)
Lindsay’s struggle between her political views and relationships within the church
was one that she partially negotiated through mass media. In discussing media with
which she identifies religiously, she noted that watching TED Talks online has prompted
a lot of religious thought lately. TED, which stands for Technology, Entertainment, and
Design, hosts conferences to promote new thinking about various ideas. According to
their web site: “TED is a global community, welcoming people from every discipline and
culture who seek a deeper understanding of the world. We believe passionately in the
power of ideas to change attitudes, lives and, ultimately, the world” (TED Conferences,
2014). Rather than discussing a TED Talk with religious content as an example, she
discussed watching one talk from a boy in Africa that created a lion-detecting device.
And I look at that, and I go: why can’t we spread religious ideas like that? Why
can’t we be supportive of new ideas like that? You know, within the religious
community, looking at scripture in a different way and stuff like that. People go:
“No, no, no, no, we can’t do that.” And obviously I guarantee you there were
families in that village going: “No, no, no, no, we can’t have electronics on the
fence, and no.” But I look at it, and there are so many parallels. And I find myself
doing that a lot in media, where I’m not necessarily like: “Oh, Christian love and
peace.” But I’m relating it to things, and I’m going: why can’t we do that or how
are we doing this differently? (personal communication, October 7, 2013)
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Lindsay uses this media text as a lens to view her own religious problems through the
parallels it can create. This conflict is one between the close relationships she has with
people with which she may not always agree. But Lindsay’s choice of media often
reflected the kind of searching she does here, to see herself in the larger world and
understand her place within it. “Like I feel connected to things like Modern Family. I feel
connected to… oh, what’s it called? … Big Bang Theory, things like that. I like things
that are comedies, but speak to what I think about life. Like Big Bang Theory, it’s all
about the outcasts and overcoming social issues, which is a large chunk of my life.
(laughs) And I really relate to that” (personal communication, October 7 2013). Lindsay
sought to see herself on television, which wasn’t in itself unusual. Jack enjoyed familybased comedies because he understood the absurdity of family life (Jack, personal
communication, November, 11, 2013). Paige and her daughter enjoyed one reality show
because it featured an interracial family similar to their own (Paige, personal
communication, September 22, 2013). Lindsay, however, used those symbols to negotiate
her place in a religious community where she was both paradoxically an insider and
outsider, clearly using media as a symbolic inventory. Lindsay understood that as things
stood in her church that she loved and in which had many close interpersonal
relationships, she could not be fully open about whom she was and was not certain of the
acceptance she would receive.
I have been scared to death for years in any church I’ve been in to take any kind
of a partner there other than a male partner. And I had almost accidentally come
out to two of the leaders in the church, and they went: “Why would that matter?”
And, in the same point, I’ve heard multiple people in the church go: “Oh,
homosexuality’s] so terrible,” and all of this stuff. And there’s very, very diverse
communities where because of the mainframe Christian thought process of “no

211
it’s wrong” then you assume that everyone does within that church, so you
don’t talk about it. (personal communication, October 7, 2013)
Media allow her to engage in the problem in a way that is implicitly forbidden within the
congregation. Watching media about people in similar situations was both comforting
and a well of possible coping strategies for this tension. Her discussion of the TED Talk
above indicates a real searching for how to push the congregation she cares about forward
and indicates a desire to problem-solve through the use of media.
At a lecture on homosexuality and the church attended by a small select group of
the congregation, Lindsay negotiated her position as a member of the LGBT community
with her need for belonging. When others were voicing concerns about dividing the
congregation over the breaching of such an issue, Lindsay noted that the congregation
was already divided, possibly keeping other members of the community out in their
silence (field notes, November 17, 2013). It is no surprise that one of the key religious
experiences she discussed was one of unity with the congregation: “Obviously I love
worship, I’m on worship team, practicing, even just practicing with six or seven other
people, singing songs of praise and really feeling connected to those songs. … But
whenever you feel connected to the songs, and especially when the whole congregation is
singing with you, it’s a whole different feeling. And it’s really, I believe, that it’s the
Holy Spirit moving within the church, and I love that” (personal communication, October
7, 2013). Praise music fulfills the need Lindsay has to feel unified with the congregation.
These Christian mass media are another part of the inventory Lindsay uses to locate
herself in a community where she feels her status is in doubt
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Doug: Working Toward an Ideal
If Lindsay epitomizes the inside/outsider, Doug epitomizes the inside/insider.
Doug’s family was described by one other participant as “the ideal family” (field notes,
June 9, 2013). Upper middle class, devout and charitable, and externally as nuclear as
you can get in today’s America, Doug’s family seemed loving to each other and the
community and were social leaders of the congregation. Doug’s children, when home
from college, fully participated in activities and were prominently and publicly welcomed
upon return. Doug’s wife, Theresa, was involved with various women’s activities and
social close to other lay leaders. And as the patriarch, Doug, himself, took on prominent
leadership roles. The family had a long history at the church. Doug had attended since his
childhood. His parents were missionaries and had a scholarship at the church named after
them. Doug, despite his social and economic advantages, was down-to-earth and
outgoing. Despite all his prosocial traits, the face Doug gave to the world, and me
especially, was carefully managed. His profession as a lawyer was evident, and his
responses to my questions and my interactions with him were carefully measured and
nuanced. There seemed to be a lot of effort going into this “ideal family.”
Doug’s projection of the ideal resonated in some of the media symbolic inventory
he used in his religious practice. Doug was involved heavily in the college and youth
ministry, probably because of his children. During our conversation he noted that the
college class just studied the movie and book Blue Like Jazz. In our interview, Doug
indicated he preferred the book, which is a collection of essays about Christian living
centered around several foci, such as redemption, grace, romance, and money. The author
Donald Miller writes from his experience as a dissatisfied gen-xer finding his own path to
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religion. While I found the book at times misogynistic and under researched (the
author reduced Buddhist practice repeatedly to rubbing the bellies of Buddhist statues), I
can understand someone also finding guidance for some of the gray areas of modern life.
“Everybody wants to have a conversation about truth, but there isn’t any truth anymore.
The only truth is what is cool, what is on television, what protest is going on what block,
and it doesn’t matter the issue; it only matters who is going to be there and will there be a
party later and can any of us feel like we are relevant while we are at the party” (Miller,
2003, p. 121). Miller, as other media texts here do, explores the difficulty Christians can
find in the gray area of everyday life faced with clear teachings to the contrary. At one
point, Miller writes glowingly of his non-Christian friends despite being told they are not
good people by the church.
The movie differed considerably. It followed a Texas Southern Baptist, Don, who
goes to a liberal arts college in Portland. Angry at his parents, he rebels against his faith
in a number of ways before coming back to it at the end. It is not an unusual story, and
the movie traffics in a number of stereotypes about Others and the college experience
(which as a professor and social scientist, I would venture to say were highly unrealistic
and incorrect stereotypes). But the most striking thing about this movie in terms of its
influence on Doug was the similarity between Doug’s projection of the ideal and the
main character’s desire to be liked. Moreso than spiritual searching, Don is motivated by
a desire to fit in. In the resolution of the film, the character says as much to another
character who is anti-religious: “I’m ashamed of Jesus because I want you to like me. I
want you to think I’m smart or sophisticated or whatever. It’s like Jesus is the geek in the
cafeteria sitting by himself and I’m the guy pretending he’s not my friend” (Allman,
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Murray, & Taylor, 2012). And while the book differs considerably from the movie,
hints at this working toward an ideal is there as well: “I think we have this need to be
cool, that there is this undercurrent in society that says some people are cool and some
people aren’t. And it is very, very important that we are cool” (Miller, 2003, p. 105).
Miller throughout the text assumes that all his readers think like him, as he does here.
Both the movie and the book, Blue Like Jazz, share a characteristic of caring too much
about the approval of others and striving for a sort of ideal. Doug’s attraction to this text
indicates a certain identification with this. The similarities between Don and Doug that I
have noted may be a reason this particular text speaks to Doug and becomes a part of his
symbolic inventory.
As with the other media artifacts discussed in this chapter, Blue Like Jazz
expresses the struggle between one’s faith and the everyday. Don’s rebellion came from
his family falling short of a religious ideal. His father smoked pot, drank, and slept with
his interns. His mother had an affair with a married man, despite being a practicing
Southern Baptist. But Don’s reason for rebellion seems self-absorbed compared to the
reasons and problems of his classmates. For example, his friend he was apologizing to
hated religion because he was sexually abused by a priest. Don’s love interest found faith
after having a schizophrenic mother. And as one character, a lesbian, expressed in
describing Christianity’s sometimes intolerant response to gays: “Do you have any idea
what your hateful bullying tribe has been up to? Because around here you represent a
whole new category of despicable” (Allman, Murray, & Taylor, 2012). Don’s particular
hegemonic angst (“boy, it’s hard being part of a group that has abused its privilege and so
now nobody likes us”) is perhaps one with which some well-intentioned Christians can
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identify. But Don’s found humility can also be a guide. In studying this media artifact
with the college class, Doug is showing a method of resolving the struggle between
religion and the everyday, which as he told me is one of his reasons for working with the
college group:
I think the college years are an incredibly challenging and formative time in folks’
lives, where they’re wrestling with the departure from, you know, leaving home
behind and family behind and wrestling with if they have a faith, making their
faith their own, making it genuine and real, not just inherited like their last name,
and, you know, faced with temptations and life decisions that are incredibly
important and can be, if made incorrectly, devastating. (personal communication,
November 16, 2013)
Doug’s symbolic inventory (which through his leadership role can also become a
narrative map for the college students) were resources he could create responses to
everyday life through identification with characters.
Inventory and Toolkits
Jack, Lindsay, and Doug’s use of media indicate another narrative device from
chapter 2: Hoover’s (2006) concept of a symbolic inventory and Clark’s (2003) concept
of cultural toolkits. Both concepts theorize a pool of symbols, narratives and stories from
which people make highly idiosyncratic meaning for their lives. Jack’s inventory
included the Bonhoeffer documentary, with which he triangulated truth. Lindsay’s
inventory included numerous media with which she identified or she could use to
problem solve tensions in her religious identity. Doug’s inventory contained a store of
representations of an ideal to which he held himself and others. In each case, the
inventory holds a story of narratives through which the participant actively engages,
maintaining and possibly altering their religious identity. Hoover’s concept specifically is
linked to the idea of media as common culture. However, despite the perception of a
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common culture among participants, I could not find that mass media operated this
way. Participants’ symbolic inventory was clearly more individual, and it would be
difficult to predict what media would be meaningful for what person. Understanding how
participants use their symbolic inventory, however, is vital to understanding their
religious identity.
Pastor Tim: Redemption
Pastor Tim is thoughtful and deliberate in his faith. Led by study and purposeful
action, Pastor Tim thinks his way through religious problems and dilemmas. In his 30s
and with a young family, Pastor Tim was ambitious in his attempts to lead the
congregation to think differently about their faith. Well-read and reflective, Pastor Tim
uses various religious and secular resources to navigate through the world. However,
some resources he is drawn to reflect his larger narrative self. Although Pastor Tim, as a
very public part of the congregation, kept much private, particularly from an observing
researcher, it was clear Pastor Tim had established a spiritual anchor in the concept of
redemption around which he organized his faith.
The first inkling of this spiritual anchor came outside formal services and my
conversations with him. At periods throughout the year (usually corresponding with the
major Christian holidays), the leadership of the church welcomes newcomers, nonChristians and Christians who wish to renew their faith to attend a class with the public
purpose of learning more about Christianity. It is clear from members’ attitudes about this
class, however, that the class is really about conversion with the end goal ideally being
baptism. In the introductory class, Pastor Tim asked a series of ice breaker questions,
including nicknames, and the choice to give favorite Bible verse or something you gain
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religious meaning from. While most picked a favorite Bible verse, Pastor Tim
surprised me by giving the movie Field of Dreams because it was about reconciliation
with a father (field notes, November 3, 2013). At first, I took this literally as hints of his
larger life narrative, but the concept of father extends well beyond actual fathers to God.
As a matter of fact, Pastor Tim started the class with the idea that we are all suffering
because we are in a state of sin, which can only be redeemed by God.
Redemption in the Christian religion is atonement for sin and that atonement
brings life, whereas sin brings death. But redemption is a symbol and can encompass
much religious meaning. Pastor Tim filled the signifier of redemption with a cluster of
meanings that not only related to religious doctrine, such as sin, atonement, and the like,
but also personal meanings, connecting to his own life and role as a pastor.
In an interview, Pastor Tim explicitly said he was attracted to all kind of stories of
redemption when I asked him with what media he religiously identifies:
And then I guess stories of, like, redemption and just the… like, again, the 12
Years a Slave, it raised a whole host of issues for me when I saw that of, like, I
left that movie theatre very moved emotionally and in tears because that movie
was not just history, that’s happening today. People are being kidnapped and
tricked into slavery, whether that’s forced prostitution or just working or having
to work for their freedom and that kind of thing. (personal communication,
December 11, 2013)
Redemption was the subject of Pastor Tim’s Easter sermon which revolved around the
fact that we live in original sin without the sacrifice of Christ (field notes, March 31,
2013). This sermon was the same sermon that showed the clip of Shawshank Redemption
where he compared Andy to a Christ-figure. His emphasis here was the scene where
Andy had to wade through the sewer to escape. As a metaphor, Pastor Tim’s attraction to
this text is telling precisely for some of the complications I discussed above. Fictional
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human characters being Christ-figures creates complications because the characters
are both fallible and more textured than typical representations of Jesus. But as discussed
above closer identification with these characters may be possible. Andy’s all-too-human
response to his wife’s infidelity, but then subsequent acts for his fellow prisoners offers a
hopeful representation for Christians that may feel all-too-human themselves but yearn to
be more. Pastor Tim’s identification with Andy expresses both his worldview around
which he frames action: the world and humans are naturally sinful. But his identification
also expresses his desires and aims for actions in the future, that he can rise above that
sinful nature.
Lily: Justice
As with others in this study, Lily at first kept her distance from me as I was an
outsider and observer. But after I began volunteering at Saturday breakfast, Lily became
the participant to whom I was closest. It is not surprising that Lily began to open up after
I volunteered my time because Lily was a tireless worker for the less fortunate and held
great affection for anyone that helped her at her cause. As well as organizing Saturday
breakfast with Matt, Lily volunteered at various other poverty charities in the area. Her
desire to help came from experience. She knew just how much good a church could do,
having received help from a church in her times of need.
Lily’s life story was filled with its share of hardships and difficulties, but within
that story, she organized her experience around the concept of justice, which became a
spiritual anchor for her, a concept around which she could organize her faith. “It became
more clear to me that we not only… and we’re not the only ones who do that: not only
give the cup of cold water, we’re saying why is the person thirsty. We not only give food,

219
but we say why is that person hungry. So the justice issues, the justice side of
Christian behavior is enormous to me” (Lily, personal communication, September 12,
2013). Thus, justice was a signifier she filled with a combination of meaning from
personal experience and religious instruction.
Because justice is a symbol filled with a variety of meanings, this idea of justice is
one that was not a simple concept. In her work she encountered many religious Others,
with which she struggled to reconcile what her faith believes and what her intuition tells
her.
It gets challenging to find a way when you’re speaking with people about their
faith not to keep saying we have the only way. And I’m not sure, I guess that is
the evangelical message, but it’s a challenge to me because I… like this young
man from Nepal, he calls me his American grandmother (laughs) … He’s Hindu,
but not a practicing every, whatever time Hindu… but he does follow some of the
rituals. And I said… thought, okay, if I had been born in Nepal, you know. I’m
reaching out to God, he said that. He said, we search for God. And he says,
sometimes to me, he’ll say we believe the same… in a God. We both believe in a
God; we just call him by a different name. And I don’t know. I’m not sure that
that’s wrong, and I’m not sure if you should put this in your article or not
(laughs). I don’t know. I know that’s heresy. Am I saying I don’t believe what the
Bible says? (personal communication, September 12, 2013)
Faced with the everyday conflict of cultures and her genuine affection for a religious
Other, Lily struggles with her the tenets of her faith. She is guided in this conflict by her
spiritual anchor of justice, through which she negotiates these questions.
One method of negotiation is the mass media. In our interview, she mentioned
several influential films that colored her thinking. In one instance, she viewed the movie
Black Robe about efforts by Catholic missionaries to convert Canadian Indians. One
scene with a dying chief stood out to her. “And the priest is talking with him, and the
priest is saying, ‘You have to accept Jesus. You have to turn to Jesus and walk God’s
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way and you’ll be in heaven.’ And the chief turned to the priest, and he said, ‘Is my
wife in heaven?’ And the priest said no, and he said, ‘I don’t want to go there.’ That just
really hit me as, wow, you know, and something to think about.” (personal
communication, September 12, 2013). Lily used the movie here as an insight into how
the religious Other may think and a guide to treating the religious Other in a humane and
just way. In the larger narrative of the movie, Christians were not portrayed as positively
as the Canadian Indians. The Jesuits are portrayed as naïve and arrogant, thinking it was
important to convert a people they looked down on and didn’t understand. For example,
one priest early in the movie remarks: “They’re uncivilized … Lead the savages out of
darkness. We must convert them. What more glorious task?” (Eberts, Heroux, Moore, &
Beresford, 1991). The main Jesuit priest, Father Lafrogue, is frequently wrong, whereas
the main Indian character, Chomina is frequently correct and even sees a forest spirit, a
spirit of his pagan religion, upon his death. But Father Lafrogue in the end comes to love
the Canadian Indians through finding humility and through this love baptizes them,
which is a guidance narrative Lily can use. However, the post-script of the movie informs
the viewer that the group of Indians Lafrogue converts were wiped out by another tribe
with an implication that the conversion was a factor in the tribe’s demise. The whole
story of the movie not only calls into question the truth of the Jesuit God, but whether
conversion is just at all. Lily’s comments on the film make it clear that viewing this film
and reflecting on it was part of her religious struggle to resolve her ideas about
conversion in the real world with her spiritual anchor of justice.
She also discussed using the movie about the life of Dorothy Day, Entertaining
Angels, as an inspiration for her own work, which is not surprising because Day was
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known for her work with the impoverished. In the movie set at the beginning of the
20th century, Day transforms from socialist activist to a Catholic advocate for the poor,
forming the Catholic Worker paper and charitable organization. The attraction for Lily of
this media text is clearly the focus on her spiritual anchor of justice. As a character, Day
organizes her life in a similar way. She is drawn to religion initially by a nun that feeds
the poor. And later, her leftist friends from her early life acknowledge that her religious
work is justice work. “We communists talk about caring for the poor, but you’ve done it.”
(Kieser & Rhodes, 1996) Day even stood up to the Catholic bishop that asked the word
“Catholic” be taken out of the organization’s name because of the paper’s left political
leanings, saying: “Well we believe the sermon on the mount means what it says. Violence
is not going to solve any problems. Justice and peace go together. You can’t have one
without the other” (Kieser & Rhodes, 1996). This organization of religious thought
around justice is one with which Lily identifies.
The movie is interesting in its lack of whitewashing over Day’s own religious
struggle. Day, herself, is shown in a state of human sin, drinking, smoking, and even
aborting a child in her early life. Less attention is paid to showing Day’s saintly behavior
(although there is plenty of that) than to showing her struggles to come to terms with her
faith and her doubts about her own religion. In the climax of the movie, after her staff
revolts against her efforts to feed and shelter the poor, Day lashes out in prayer:
Where are you? Why don’t you answer me? I need you. These brothers and sisters
of yours you want me to love. Let me tell you something: they smell. They have
lice and tuberculosis. Am I to find you in them? Well you’re ugly … How could I
ever love you? I need you, but you’re not here. You’ve deserted me, too, haven’t
you? I’m not the person you thought I was. I’m sorry. (Kieser & Rhodes, 1996)
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In a later scene, Day is able to find God’s presence in the face of the wretched poor.
In short, Day is an identifiable character that Lily can see herself in not just through her
desire to do good works, but through her struggle. Having watched Lily feed the poor for
six months, there are clear resemblances between Day and Lily. Lily also seeks to see the
Lord’s presence in the people she feeds. “I just have found such a warmth in people, and
people appreciate just someone looking them in the face and giving them a smile. And I
like to be at the window when we hand out the food because I’m always trying to say:
good morning, how you doing, good to see you” (Lily, personal communication,
September 12, 2013). She also understands the practical problems with doing so and
approaches the problem not as a saint, but a human being. One incident brings this to the
forefront. It is not unusual to see mentally ill among the Saturday breakfast diners. One
particularly high maintenance diner always insisted on the freshest coffee. One Saturday
when the kitchen was short-staffed, the diner caught Lily in between duties to ask for
fresher coffee even though coffee was on the table and in her cup. After some argument
Lily slammed the paper material she had in her hands on the counter and gave her fresh
coffee. It was the only time I saw Lily lose her patience and she was mortified. She
chastised herself for the rest of service (field notes, November 23, 2013). Lily was still
extremely kind to this woman and the incident probably did not warrant the kind of regret
she exhibited, but she fell short of the religious ideal she had for herself. A media text in
which someone like her struggled in the same way can be a guide and comfort. Again, it
seems participants in my study are not just drawn to media that reflect their own
experience, but also their struggle to believe in the absolute of their religion amidst a
messy world.
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Both of these movies are relatively small movies with limited release, but Lily
also viewed mainstream media through the frame of her spiritual anchor of justice. She
mentioned the recent adaptation of the musical Les Miserables as religiously inspiring to
her. Based on the Victor Hugo novel and the Broadway hit, Les Miserables follows Jean
Valjean through the latter part of his life in nineteenth century France. Valjean, jailed for
stealing a loaf of bread, finds religion from the kindness of a bishop. He escapes parole
and struggles to spend the rest of his life living a virtuous life of helping others. The plot
is sprawling and contains several subplots, including a love story and a political
revolution, but Valjean is the central protagonist and his religious journey frames the
entire story (Allott, Chasin, Morrison, Pappas, & Hooper, 2012).
Les Miserables was actually mentioned by several participants as an example of a
mainstream movie from which they gained religious messages. Each participant who
mentioned Les Miserables found different religious meanings, although some themes
were common. Lily’s reading centered around her spiritual anchor of justice. When asked
what were the religious messages of the movie Les Miserables, Lily responded:
Ah, well mercy, you know, from the Catholic priest who said no you didn’t steal
these. You know, the struggle that the lieutenant had in trying to pursue Jean
Valjean, just pursue him regardless because he was so rigid: the right and the
wrong. One loaf of bread that was so many years, you know, you ran and you
didn’t follow through on reporting to your parole officer. You go back,
absolutely, that’s the law. The struggle between the law and then the mercy of
God. The forgiveness of God and the repentance. I’m trying to think about
repentance. I don’t know if I’d say Jean Valjean repented. He struggled through
the horrible things that happened to him, but found faith through the generosity
and the goodness of another person. But then also could not let somebody else go
to prison on his behalf because it was a mistaken identity and then put himself
out. Oh my gosh, it’s just, you know, the movie just when trying to get the whole
concept of it. And the way they used the cross throughout the movie, I mean, just
in the room where there’s nothing there, but just a little wooden cross there to the
steeples and some of the magnificence of some of the churches. The cross was
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just there throughout it all, powerful. (personal communication, September 12,
2013)
Lily here expresses several interesting things about the movie. First the movie expresses
the conflict between absolute truth and the messiness of reality. The similarities between
Valjean and Day are striking. Both were criminals and outcasts that came to religion.
Notably it was one kind, religious person that changed these characters, which is a
comforting thought to an evangelical who believes that being kind can convert people.
And both characters maintained a struggle with being virtuous and just, particularly to the
poor. Again, this conflict of being religious in the morally gray atmosphere of daily life
came up repeatedly among participants. This is yet another example of someone using
media to negotiate the conflict through cinema dramatization. What changed with Lily is
the latching onto her personal spiritual anchor of justice to negotiate the conflict.
The nature of justice is a major theme in Les Miserables, played out between
Valjean and the law officer pursuing him, Javert. Javert’s absolute belief in the law was
something separate from actual justice that Valjean enacts. Valjean’s justice helped the
poor sometimes disregarding rules, such as his jumping parole. The contrast between
Valjean and Javert illustrates perfectly some of the dilemmas that Lily may face in the
real world. Those with much who follow the rules are often not the most moral people
encountered in the movie. The main protagonists are an ex-thief and a woman who turns
to prostitution, Fantine. They are treated visually and narratively as sacred figures.
Fantine is frequently back lit as an angel (Ferguson, 1959, p. 89) and comes back to lead
Valjean to the afterlife. Even the bishop lies to the police to save Valjean, using a sin to
save someone. It is a clear example of the kind of ethics Bonhoeffer discussed, where it is
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the will of God that is important, rather than the rulebook. In movies, however, it is
clear what God’s will is through lighting, music, and sometimes even direct intervention,
whereas Lily must decide what she thinks it is on her own without the help of cinema
production techniques. This is where the spiritual anchor comes into play, giving
someone a guide to derive what they think God’s will is.
Lily can explore some of her compassionate responses to religious Others through
this belief that justice is more than absolute truth. She notes the religious sensibilities of
the movie through its use of visual symbols, specifically the omnipresence of the cross.
An examination of the film did reveal prominent cross imagery throughout the movie.
For example, in the scene Valjean is introduced, he is tasked with carrying a heavy mast
reminiscent of Jesus carrying his cross to Calvary. The cross is used in the background to
frame various characters, particularly Valjean in his soliloquys. And Valjean even
mentions the journey to the cross in the song “One Day More”: “another day, another
destiny, this neverending road to Calvary” (Allott, Chasin, Morrison, Pappas, & Hooper,
2012). His death scene at the end of the movie is the equivalent of a musical ascension
similar to Christ. Valjean is a much clearer Christ-figure than Andy from Shawshank
Redemption (although also a criminal) as he sacrifices his wellbeing repeatedly for
others. But the cross was not omnipresent. And many scenes left religion out entirely,
particularly the political revolution and the love story subplots, which mainly used
religious language as metaphor. The subtlety of the visual symbols allow for religious as
well as non-religious readings. Lily’s framing the central conflict of the story around
issues of justice is just one of many readings. The work she does here illustrates what
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Hall (1973/1993) would call a negotiated meaning, but more importantly we see that
negotiation starts with her spiritual anchor.
Spiritual Anchors
Pastor Tim and Lily both illustrate how spiritual anchors may be a key component
of religious identity. Spiritual anchors are concepts that organize peoples’ experience and
connect individual acts to larger narratives. Previous research here produced vague
notions of God and other religious symbols and practices as spiritual anchors. However,
it may be more useful to discuss these concepts in terms of Laclau and Mouffe’s nodal
points: empty signifiers with which people fill with an organizing ideology. None of the
participants used mass media as part of their spiritual anchors. Indeed, it would be
unusual (although not unheard of) for something like Law & Order to be an organizing
principle of faith. It is considerable less unusual (perhaps even common) to use spiritual
anchors to read media. Spiritual anchors were evident in participants’ repetition of certain
concepts and narratives. Pastor Tim’s consistent return to redemption and Lily’s filtering
religion and media through the concept of justice both show just how this repetition
occurs. Spiritual anchors were conscious and subconscious. At times, participants noted a
particular word that was important to them that then could be seen resonating through
their religious self-narrative and media interpretations. Other times, spiritual anchors
became the lynchpin to understanding interactions with participants and their religious
point of view. Participants’ various spiritual anchors were in the forefront of their media
readings, sometimes creating creative and innovative negotiated interpretations of secular
mass media texts. Different participants looked toward different spiritual anchors, but
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these anchors organized their religious practice, meaning that participants took
different narrative paths to frequently reach the same place.
Integrative Narratives
All of these examples show the dialectic between religion and mass media. The
integrative narrative is the mediating mechanism for this dialectic. Whether use of a
narrative map and tropes, a symbolic inventory or a spiritual anchor, these strategies seek
to provide coherency between religion and everyday life as well as providing inspiration
to think about the religious in new ways in the context of everyday life. At times,
participants seek to find characters in media like them as with Maxine, Lindsay, Doug
and Lily. These characters can play out moral and religious dilemmas for them as a guide
for future behavior. As with Lily and Pastor Tim, the character being so very good and so
very human can be comforting. Any Christ-figure can bring a kind of comfort and
closeness to God. Finally, as seen with Jack and Lily, media provides a new source of
religious questions through which congregants can engage more deeply with religious
material and find a dialectic of the absolute with the messiness of everyday life.
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION
Previous chapters have dealt with narratives about media use, narrative-distancing
of religion from mass media and the integration of mass media into religious selfnarrative. Narratives about media and media use establish the foundation of religio-mass
media practices, such as willingness to consider mass media as a viable source for
religious introspection. Particular narratives about media can encourage or discourage a
media text from being used in religious practice or integrated into religious identity.
Some of these narratives, such as those of media bias or morality can lead to the
insistence of a strong boundary between mass media and religion, attempting to keep the
two systems entirely separate. However, assumptions particularly of the power of mass
media and its central place in culture led participants to use mass media as a tool to
evangelize in an attempt to borrow some mass media cultural capital. When mass media
was used as a tool, however, there was an attempt to borrow parts of the mass media
message and not all. This process of drawing a boundary between religion and mass
media distanced the mass media message from any religious message. Often, this
required active and creative reinterpretation of the mass media message to fit some
preconceived religious understanding. Lastly, some participants used mass media in an
integrative, interactive process of self-evaluation, maintenance and discovery.
What can we conclude from all these narratives about media and religious life?
First, we can confirm some previous research in this area about the use of narrative in
creating and maintaining religious identity. Also, this study shows secular mass media do
have a role to play in lived religion and narrative religious identity. This research also
revealed some new important factors about these narratives and the nature of lived
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religion: specifically the details of how narrative tools are used, the importance of
identification for mass media use in identity-work, and, most importantly, that mass
media have a key role to play in helping evangelicals deal with the oppositions in lived
religion created by the uncertainty of modern, everyday life. This chapter will further
develop these new factors, discuss possible implications, and identify some future
directions for research in this area.
Narrative Tools
One of the goals of this research was to evaluate some of the more theoretical
concepts in the field of narrative identity. These concepts were more fully explained in
chapter two. Each concept provided some insight into the creation and maintenance of
narrative identity, but some concepts were particularly valuable in understanding
religious identity.
Inventory and Toolkits
The broadest concepts, which came from Clark (2003) and Hoover (2006)
involved the creation of symbolic inventory or cultural toolkits from a variety of sources,
including mass media, through which people can plan future action through playful
practice. As a starting point, these concepts can be valuable in studying lived religion. In
order for lived religion to exist as a practice, it needs symbolic content. Mass media
provides readily available and plentiful source of symbolic content. Filled with these
symbols, lived religion provides an opportunity for various symbol systems to encounter
one another other in everyday mundane ways. These encounters can be messy,
juxtaposing official abstract teachings with larger practical social and cultural norms. The
inevitable oppositions created by religion as an ideal and religion in practice moves
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religious practitioners to seek ways of creating coherency and reinforcement of belief,
while at the same way being able to live in the world. Symbols provide a flexible and
evocative tool for doing so. But not just any symbol will fulfill the need to create
understanding. The symbols people are drawn to are symbols that start with narrative
identification. Symbols that enable people to both maintain belief and move through the
world comfortably need to fit within their pre-existing narrative of their lives. To form
pools of useful symbols, subjects must first see themselves and that can only happen
through identification specifically identification with the conflicts displayed in the
narrative in which the symbols are embedded.
Once established as useful symbols, what is done with that symbol can form what
Hoover (2006) calls playful practice. Getting more specific, the symbols become the
focus of a dialectic that mediates whatever conflict through which the subject is working.
For example, Lily struggled in her interfaith work with her faith’s tenet on the exclusivity
of its truth. The symbols to which she was attracted dealt with that conflict, particularly
the movie Black Robe. In discussing it, she showed not resolution, but an ongoing
engagement with the symbols and narrative in the story. This was common. Rather than a
neat use of symbol to reach resolution, participants’ inventory and toolkits provided an
ongoing inner dialogue to continually seek coherency. The symbols prompted questions
the participants are compelled to answer to establish an understanding of the media text.
Lily was left with the question: is conversion the correct course in every case of nonChristians? Attempts at answering this question influence her interpretation of the media
text, which will then be taken outside the text to the real world. This continual searching
has the interesting side effect of make faith dynamic, continually present and renewed
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through adaptation to new circumstances. The value of these concepts then is that
they call attention to the changing, dialectical nature of the relationship between religion
and mass media.
Narrative Tropes
Perinbanayagam’s (2000) narrative tropes were more difficult concepts to apply
in this study. The concepts were most useful in looking at the how participants used
symbols. After identifying with narrative conflict, characters from mass media become a
perspective (metaphor) through which people can reduce their self-narrative (metonymy)
into a representation (synecdoche) to participate in a dialectic (irony) between selfnarrative and mass media narrative. This abstraction of the actual conflict in their lives
allows for an exploration of possibilities of resolution (without ever really resolving).
Tropes provide the horizons of possibility that Laclau and Mouffe discussed (Torfing,
1999). Identification is formed through equivalencies of similarities, particularly
similarities of conflict. The symbols used are both overdetermined (reduced into the same
or similar narrative) and displaced (placed in contemporary contexts).
All of the work Pastor Tim did in creating equivalences with Andy in The
Shawshank Redemption with Jesus is a good example of this. As a contemporary Christfigure, Andy’s narrative can answer both “what would Jesus do” and “what would Pastor
Tim do.” As one in a series of available mass media Christ-figures, Pastor Tim and others
have a concrete example of religious living. Pastor Tim’s focus on this particular Christfigure was the result of his orientation towards redemption, as discussed in chapter 6.
Other Christ-figures provide different emphases within the Christ myth and would enable
different interpretations of proper religious behavior and belief. But it is important to
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remember that in establishing this example all narratives are reduced, simplified and
slightly altered through encounter with one another. The value of these concepts to
narrative identity research is the emphasis on how the available tropes are transformed
through this process.
Narrative Maps
Narrative maps, as discussed by Holstein and Gubrium (2000), are extremely
useful in examining people within an organizational context. The identification of
narrative maps allows for a better understanding of any collective identity of a
community, such as a congregation, but also the scripts that people enact. Numerous
examples of narrative maps were readily available at Jordan Baptist Church, including
the mission statement and resultant behaviors and conversations that reflected that
mission statement. The attention to organizational contexts is perhaps how narrative maps
are most useful as concepts.
Whether individuals establish a personal narrative map that they follow is a much
more questionable proposition. Participants did display a tendency to think of their
religious identity in narrative rather than category. This faith-story did provide clues as to
how religion and mass media may interact, including the establishment of a core conflict
with which the subject was dealing. However, the broadness of the story often prevented
the faith-story from being useful in examining a subjects’ religious personality. As a
starting place, though, this faith-story is important for researchers to find for two reasons.
First, asking for a faith-story indicates to subjects that the researchers are prepared to
treat their religious identity complexly. Second, the faith-story is a good foundation to
find what particular symbols and practices may be valuable to subjects.

233
Spiritual Anchors
Finally, the concept of spiritual anchors was the most useful concept in
understanding the interaction between religious identity and mass media. Spiritual
anchors can best be understood as nodal points or the battleground for the dialectic
participants engage in to establish their religious identity. The previous chapter gave two
such examples of the sites of contestation: justice and redemption. However, there were
others. In some ways the symbol of “truth” was frequently a spiritual anchor for
participants. Jack in particular found truth to be a battleground for his religious identity.
Although not negotiated through mass media. Jack struggled with a different dialectic
between his perception of the truth of the Bible and the truth of his church community.
The understanding of the existence of spiritual anchors and how they operate in
participants’ spiritual identity is extremely useful for those studying narrative identity. As
with some of the other concepts here, there is emphasis on continual contestation and
change, but here we have a method for partially resolving the conflict through
participants filling spiritual anchors with meaning. The prominent role mass media play
in aiding the process of providing meaning is somewhat surprising. Mass media provide
readily available possibilities of meaning of which participants frequently took
advantage. Anchors can help explain why people are attracted to a certain form of media,
and their interpretations of meaning can also be explained through understanding of their
spiritual anchors. Furthermore, the discovery of spiritual anchors suggest that other
identity anchors may exist and can be explored in further research.
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Religious Uncertainty in the Face of Everyday Life
Both media practice and religious practice, although often collective and social,
were highly idiosyncratic in individual interpretation and meaning. An overarching
pattern, however, emerged. As with any philosophy, in its abstract form, it maintains an
internal logic that is easy to understand and subscribe to. But taken into the field, outside
the church, maintaining that internal logic can be difficult and even painful. This
difficulty is one indicated in Putnam and Campbell’s (2010) study, which sought to
provide a macro overview of religion today. Putnam and Campbell found most
Americans form intimate relationships outside their faith, which can cause religious
dilemmas.
The explanation that so many Americans appear to disregard the theology of their
religions rests in the religious bridging within their personal networks. If you are
highly religious, your [nonreligious] Aunt Susan and your [nonreligious] pal Al
produce a form of cognitive dissonance. You know you are supposed to believe
that only people who believe as you do will enter heaven. However, Susan and Al
are both salt of the earth, and so surely heaven has a place for them. Most
Americans, it appears, resolve this discrepancy in favor of believing that Susan
and Al can go to heaven after all. (p. 540)
The conclusion Putnam and Campbell reach here that people just “decide” to disregard
religious principle about Others simplifies the emotional and logical work religious
people go through to resolve this. This research shows a lot of cognitive work and
deliberation in religious people’s consideration of the gray morality of everyday life.
Rather than a simple decision, participants in this study actively questioned their moral
and religious stances against their emotions, their everyday problems, religious teachings,
and the information they received from the outside world, including (and especially mass
media). One such example was Jack’s struggle with his stances on homosexuality and the
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morality of abortion (discussed in both chapter 5 and 6), in which he actively put in
dialogue with other congregants, religious texts, and information he gathered from the
media. But he was hardly the only example of this phenomenon. The pluralism and
encounter with Others in America today initiates an internal struggle in evangelicals to
maintain belief in their belief system and still maintain relationships with loved ones and
desired acquaintances outside the religion. And this is just one of the many struggles the
modern world presents.
Giddens (1991) discussed uncertainty as one of the central dilemmas of
modernity. He discussed this as a side effect of the decline of traditional institutions, and
he specifically uses religion as an example. “In conditions of high modernity, in many
areas of social life—including the domain of the self—there are no determinant
authorities. There exist plenty of claimants to authority—far more than was true of
premodern cultures” (p. 194). Giddens proposed two possibilities for those unable to cope
with the discomfort created by this uncertainty: turning towards dogmatic
authoritarianism or being immobilized in universal doubt. These individuals according to
Giddens are unable to allow truth to be relative and to have multiple sources of truth.
This research shows the middle ground of this discomfort. While most participants would
not admit to there being multiple truths, they enacted multiple truths and used their
narrative identity to partially resolve the differences between these truths.
Perhaps the most surprising finding of this research was how common it was for
participants to use media to negotiate this uncertainty. Media here provides two types of
imaginative avenues for exploring the struggle: as a proxy for self and as a proxy for
Others.
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Proxy for Self: Identification
Most use of mass media in religious practice usually starts with some form of
identification. It is logical that people are attracted to mass media texts that reflect aspects
of life they relate. Often, however, scholars assume identification as a result of welldocumented “identity categories,” such as woman, minority, gay or evangelical.
However, as seen in this research, identification is a result of a more complicated
narrative process. Identification was often based on the narrative within the text,
particularly the conflict. For example, Lindsay’s identification with The Big Bang Theory
and Modern Family came from her feeling as an outsider, which could be influenced by
her identity categories (particularly identification with the LGBTQIA community), but
actually is richer than that. It’s an identification based in problem-solving. Beyond being
shows about outsiders, those shows are shows about being outsiders who find community
amongst other outsiders. Lindsay’s identification is an expression of desire and a seeking
of what she lacks.
The identity category of “evangelical” was not predictive of any media usage.
Congregants used a wide variety of media in a wide variety of ways. Some participants
used Christian media to inform their religious lives, while others did not and may even be
offended by some Christian media. Assessments of morality were highly idiosyncratic
and were not explicitly linked to evangelical doctrine. In short, I would be hard-pressed
to call any media behavior or attitude an “evangelical” behavior or attitude. However, the
category is not meaningless when examining media use. The contested meaning of the
category itself was a sort of guide for many participants. In other words, how people
defined evangelical was reflected in media usage. Jack’s definition of evangelical as an
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adherent to a more literal interpretation of the Bible led to religious searching through
radio programs, such as Truth for Life. Lily’s definition of evangelical as filled with
notions of justice led to the viewing of a variety of programs with discourses on justice as
Christian texts. Defining evangelical a certain way led participants to be drawn to certain
media, certain narratives within media, and certain media habits and behaviors.
Evangelical itself becomes a nodal point or organizing principle filled with symbolic
meaning that has ramifications for both media usage in subjects’ choice of media texts,
and religious practice in how to focus symbol and action.
This notion of identification has several implications for media research. First, the
simplistic assumption of “identity categories” should be challenged. Any research on
identity requires a deeper engagement with what that category means to subjects rather
than sets of assumptions about the category. It should not be a surprise that these
categories are not just contested theoretically, but are contested in people’s everyday
lives. One of the main sources for contestation for evangelicals was the lack of
identification with mass media portrayals of evangelicals in the media. A key part of
many participants’ religious identity was establishing an identity in opposition to what
they thought was the popular notion of what an evangelical was created in part through
the media.
The second implication for future media research involves how the identity
category was used as an identity anchor for subjects. Similar to spiritual anchors,
evangelical as an identity category provides a nodal point participants can fill with
meaning and organize the narrative of who they are. Other identity categories may work
in similar ways. Again, it should be stressed that these are not self-evident definitions but
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sites of contestation filled with meaning from people’s own lives as well as meaning
from media texts.
Proxy for Others: The Problem of Understanding
There were numerous occasions where participants used both Christian and
secular media to understand Others. This method to understanding can provide more
questions and challenge belief with complex representations, such as Lily’s difficulty
with conversion springing from the movie Black Robe. But when the representations of
Others are stereotypical or simplified, the results can be dangerous and perhaps add to
misunderstanding. The stereotypes in the movie Blue Like Jazz of the nonreligious allow
for imaginative problem-solving with people that don’t exist. Thus what media
evangelicals consume could drastically affect their attitude towards the unchurched.
Proceeding based on these representations could lead potentially to religious conflict as
well as failed efforts at conversion. Taken out more universally, however, the stereotypes
that participants noted the media used to represent evangelicals also become a barrier to
any dialogue between evangelicals and Others. Evangelicals assume these negative
portrayals prevent the nonreligious from entering into meaningful dialogue with them. In
short, the result and usefulness of using media symbols as a proxy for Others depends on
the media text and can lead to potentially serious societal consequences.
Future Directions and Questions
This study is just a beginning in understanding the intersections between narrative
identity, media and religion. Many of the narratives found in this study could be studied
further, including narratives about media, and narratives that separate and integrate media
into religious identity. These narratives are enlightening in and of themselves, but hold
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implications for how specific cultures interpret media content and form narrative
identity. Expansion to other cultures, both other religious cultures and secular cultures,
would expose whether these narratives processes are unique to this particular culture or
could be expanded. Some next steps could be to repeat this study in another religious
culture.
Another area into which this research could be expanded is to seek a closer
examination of practice. Practice is both an integral part of lived religion and media
cultural studies. Some religious practices were explored in this study, especially practices
important to the collective identity of the congregation and practices involving media
(such as the viewing of mass media texts as part of worship). While some media practices
were observed, further attention to media practice could shed new light on how media is
integrated (or not) into identity processes. Particularly looking at perhaps differences in
interpretation when media is viewed collectively as part of a Christian education versus
individually for non-religious purposes. Much of the theory on practice and ritual
discussed in chapter two was not particularly relevant to this study. Further examination
is needed to assess whether media practice forms a ritual that would have implications on
religious identity.
Finally, this research could be expanded to examine how religious and media
discourses affect or are affected by other discourses, such as political or economic
discourses. Do these other discourses intersect and in what ways? For example, does the
fact that a subject has an integrative media religious discourse indicate anything about
their political beliefs? This research illustrates not only that media, lived religion and
identity intersect in surprising ways, but also this intersection is important to
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understanding a certain segment of society and how they make meaning and behave
in the world. Further research in this area could aid to a greater understanding of society
as a whole, and enrich religion studies in media.
The Sufferings of God in the World
As discussed in the theoretical introduction to this study, media does provide a
version of the truth that can compete or resonate with religious versions of truth. This
study shows that the multiplicity of truths in modern society is one that evangelicals daily
negotiate through using both religious and media resources. In my examination of the
resources participants used, I found myself returning to the writings of Dietrich
Bonhoeffer. Bonhoeffer as a theologian and member of the Nazi resistance lived in the
gray area of modernity. Moreso he embraced it as a path to deeper religious faith. “It is
only by living completely in this world that one learns to have faith. By this-worldliness I
mean living unreservedly in life's duties, problems, successes and failures. In so doing we
throw ourselves completely into the arms of God, taking seriously, not our own
sufferings, but those of God in the world. That, I think, is faith” (Bonhoeffer, 1953/1971,
p. 370). Evangelicals do not have the choice to ignore the world. The choice is then how
can the world be, as Bonhoeffer here says, a lesson in faith. Surprisingly, along with
religious resources, using media in religious identity narrative is one of the answers here.
Mass media provided some of these participants with a method to learn that lesson and in
others a tool to work through it.
I started this project with the desire to better understand a group that mass media
research generally does not approach, but the insights from this study have possibilities
for all of us. Regardless of our religious faith or categories with which we identify, the
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uncertainty indicated by the participants in this study would touch us all. If we are all
living in the uncertainty of modernity, in which traditional institutions and notions of
truth increasingly cannot provide us with clear answers, might there be a more central
role for mass media for all of us? Could mass media be a method we are all using for
learning the lessons we need to learn?

242
REFERENCES CITED
Albera, D. (2008). ‘Why are you mixing what cannot be mixed?’ Shared devotions in
monotheisms. History & Anthropology, 19(1), 37-59.
Allman, M. (Producer), Murray, D. (Producer), & Taylor, S, (Director) (2012) Blue Like
Jazz [motion picture]. USA: Roadside Attractions.
Allott, N. (Producer), Chasin, L. (Producer), Morrison, A. (Producer), Pappas, F. R.
(Producer), & Hooper, T. (Director) (2012). Les Miserables [motion picture].
USA: Universal Studios Home Entertainment.
Alsdurf, P. E. (2010). The founding of Christianity Today magazine and the construction
of an American evangelical identity. Journal of Religious and Theological
Information, 9, 20-43.
Althusser, L. (1989). Ideology and ideological state apparatuses. In D. Latimer (Ed.),
Contemporary critical theory, (pp. 61-102). San Diego: Harcourt Brace Janovich.
(Original work published in 1970)
Ameli, S. R. (2009). Virtual religion and duality of religious space. Asian Journal of
Social Science, 37, 208-231.
Ammerman, N. T. (1997). Organized religion in a voluntaristic society. Sociology of
Religion, 58(3), 203-215.
Ang, I. (1996). Living room wars: Rethinking media audiences for a postmodern world.
London: Routledge.
Anderson, B. (2007). Imagined communities: Nationalism’s cultural roots. In S. During
(Ed.), The cultural studies reader, (pp. 253-263). New York: Routledge. (Original
work published in 1991)

243
Anderson, L. (2011, November 20). Not Jewish, but eagerly embracing the traditions.
The Washington Post, p. T18.
Ariyanto, A., Hornsey, M. J., & Gallois, C. (2007). Group allegiances and perceptions of
media bias: Taking into account both receiver and source. Group Processes &
Intergroup Relations, 10(2), 266-279.
Asamoah-Gyadu, J. K. (2008). Community. In D. Morgan (Ed.), Keywords in
religion, media, and culture, (pp. 56-68). New York: Routledge.
Atasoy, Y. (2006). Governing women’s morality: A study of Islamic veiling in Canada.
European Journal of Cultural Studies, 9(2), 203-221.
Atkinson, P. & Hammersley, M. (1994). Ethnography and participant observation. In
N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research, (pp.
248-261). London: Sage.
Bartkowski, J. P. (2000). Breaking walls, raising fences: Masculinity, intimacy, and
accountability among the Promise Keepers. Sociology of Religion, 61(1), 33-53.
Bass, D. B. (2012). Christianity after religion: The end of church and the birth of a new
spiritual awakening. New York: HarperOne.
Beal, T. K. (2005). Roadside religion: In search of the sacred, the strange, and the
substance of faith. Boston: Beacon Press.
Bennett, T. (2006). Distinction on the box: Cultural capital and the social space of
broadcasting. Cultural Trends, 2/3, 193-212.
Bennett, T. & Silva, E. (2011). Introduction: Cultural capital – histories, limits,
prospects. Poetics 39, 427-443.
Berger, H. A. & Ezzy, D. (2009). Mass media and religious identity: A case study of

244
young witches. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 48, 501-514.
Bhatia, S. (2012). Strategic subversions of the sacred: The cultural psychology of
religious identities. Culture & Psychology, 18(1), 60-75.
Bibby, R. W. (1978). Why conservative churches are really growing: Kelley revisited.
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 17(2), 129-137.
Billig, M. (1997). From codes to utterances: Cultural studies, discourse, and
psychology. In M. Ferguson & P. Golding (Eds.), Cultural studies in question,
(pp. 205-226). London: Sage.
Bird, S. E. (2009). True believers and atheists need not apply: faith and mainstream
television drama. In D. Winston (Ed.), Small screen, big picture: Television and
lived religion, (pp. 17-42). Waco, TX: Baylor University Press.
Bivens, J. C. (2008). Religion of fear: The politics and horror in conservative
evangelicalism. New York: Oxford University Press.
Bobkowski, P. S., & Pearce, L. D. (2011). Baring their souls in online profiles or not?
Religious self-disclosure in social media. Journal for the Scientific Study of
Religion, 50(4), 744-762.
Bonhoeffer, D. (1971). Letters and Papers from Prison. New York: Touchstone.
(Original work published 1953)
Bourdieu, P. (1980). The aristocracy of culture. Media, Culture, and Society, 2, 225254.
Bourdieu, P. (1991). Outline of a theory of practice. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press. (Original work published in 1972)
Bourne, T. M. (Producer), Smith, M. (Producer) Stoff, E. (Producer) & Hancock, J. L.

245
(Director) (2009). The Blind Side [motion picture]. USA: Warner Home
Video.
Boyter, C. (Producer), Emmerich, T. (Producer), Hardwicke, C. (Producer &
Director), Rich, M. (Producer), Van Rellim, T. (Producer) (2006). The
Nativity Story. USA: New Line Cinema.
Bozell, L. B. (1995). Hollywood not reflecting mainstream religious views. Human
Events, 51(15), 16.
Bregman, L. (2006). Spirituality: A glowing and useful term in search for a meaning.
Omega, 53(1/2), 5-26.
Bridgers, L. (2006). The American religious experience: A concise history. Lanham, MD:
Rowan & Littlefield.
Campbell, H. A. (2005). Considering spiritual dimensions within computer-mediated
communication studies. New Media & Society, 7(1), 110-134.
Campbell, H. A. (2010). When religion meets new media. London: Routledge.
Campbell, H. A. (2012). Understanding the relationship between religion online and
offline in a networked society. Journal of the American Academy of Religion,
80(1), 64-93.
Carey, J. W. (1990). A cultural approach to communication. Communication as
culture: Essays on media and society. New York: Routledge. (Original work
published in 1975)
Carrington, B. (2001). Decentering the Centre: Cultural studies in Britain and its legacy.
In T. Miller (Ed.), A companion to cultural studies, (pp. 275-297). Malden, MA:
Blackwell.

246
Central Films. (2009). Reasons (why people don’t go to church). Retrieved from:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oUJpJyth3J4
Chaves, M. (2010). SSSR Presidential Address: Rain dances in the dry season:
Overcoming the religious congruence fallacy. Journal for the Scientific Study of
Religion, 49(1), 1-14.
Chiu, L., Emblen, J. D., Hofwegen, L. V., Sawatzky, R., & Meyerhoff, H. (2004). An
integrative review of the concept of spirituality in the health sciences. Western
Journal of Nursing Research, 26(4), 405-429.
Christian Century. (2008, December 2). Beyond the God Gap. p. 7.
Christians, C. G. & Carey, J. W. (1989). The logic and aims of qualitative research. In G.
H. Stempel & B. H. Westley (Eds.), Research methods in mass communication,
(pp. 354-374). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Church & State. (2005, Apr.). Dobson still has pants in a bunch over ‘SpongeBob’ flap.
17-18.
Clark, L. S. (2003). From angels to aliens: Teenagers, the media, and the supernatural.
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
Clark, L. S. (2009). You lost me: Mystery, fandom, and religion in ABC’s Lost. In D.
Winston (Ed.), Small screen, big picture: Television and lived religion, (pp. 319343). Waco, TX: Baylor University Press.
Clarke, S. H. (2005). Created in whose image? Religious characters on network
television. Journal of Media & Religion, 4(3), 137-153.
Clifford, J. (1984). Introduction: Partial truths. In J. Clifford & G. E. Marcus (Eds.),
Writing culture: The poetics and politics of ethnography (pp. 1-26. Berkeley:

247
University of California Press.
Clifford, J., & Marcus, G. E. (Eds.) (1984). Writing culture: The poetics and politics
of ethnography. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Couldry. N. (2003). Media rituals: A critical approach. London: Routledge.
Crapanzano, C. (2000). Serving the word: Literalism in America from the pulpit to the
bench. New York: The New Press.
D’Alessio, D. (2003). An experimental examination of readers’ perception of media bias.
Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 80(2), 282-294.
D’Alessio, D. & Allen, M. (2000). Media bias in presidential elections: A metaanalysis. Journal of Communication, 50(4), 133-156.
Damaschke, B. (Producer), Osborne, M. (Director), Stevenson, J. (Director). Kung Fu
Panda. USA: Paramont Home Entertainment.
Dart, J. & Allen, J. (2000). Bridging the gap: Religion and the news media. The First
Amendment Center. Retrieved from: http://www.firstamendmentcenter.org/
madison/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/bridgingthegap.pdf
Doblmeier, M. (Producer & Director) (2003). Bonhoeffer [motion picture]. USA:
First Run Features.
Doss, E. (2002). Believing in Elvis: Popular piety in material culture. In S. M. Hoover
& L. S. Clark (Eds.), Practicing religion in the age of media: Explorations in
media, religion, and culture, (pp. 63-86). New York: Columbia University Press.
Du Brau, R. T. (1951). New Testament fellowship: A semantic analysis. Concordia
Theological Monthly, 22(5), 334-342.
During, S. (2007). Introduction. In S. During (Ed.), The cultural studies reader, (pp.

248
1-32). New York: Routledge.
Durkheim, E. (2008). The elementary forms of religious life. USA: B & N Publishing.
(Original work published in 1912)
Eberts, J. (Producer), Heroux, D. (Producer), Moore, B. (Producer) & Beresford, B.
(Director) (1991). Black Robe [motion picture]. Canada: MGM Home
Entertainment.
Eck, D. L. (1999). The multireligious public square. In M. Garber & R. L. Walkowitz
(Eds.), One nation under God? Religion and American culture, (pp. 3-20). New
York: Routledge.
Einstein, M. (2011). The evolution of religious branding. Social Compass, 58(3), 331338.
Elisha, O. (2008). Moral ambitions of grace: The paradox of compassion and
accountability in evangelical faith-based activism. Cultural Anthropology, 23(1),
154-189.
Engler, S. (2009). Umbanda and hybridity. Numen, 56, 545-577.
Eveland, W. P. & Shah, D. V. (2003). The impact of individual and interpersonal
factors on perceived news media bias. Political Psychology, 24(1), 101-117.
Farrell, J. (2011). The young and the restless? The liberalization of young
Evangelicals. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 50(3), 517-532.
Feldman, L. (2011). Partisan differences in opinionated news perceptions: A test of the
hostile media effect. Political Behavior, 33, 407-432.
Ferguson, G. (1959). Signs and symbols in Christian art. New York: Oxford
University Press.

249
Fernback, J. (2002). Internet ritual: A case study of the construction of computermediated neopagan religious meaning. In S. M. Hoover & L. S. Clark (Eds.),
Practicing religion in the age of media: Explorations in media, religion, and
culture, (pp. 254-275). New York: Columbia University Press.
Fiske, J. (1997). British cultural studies and television. In J. Storey (Ed.), What is
cultural studies? A reader, (pp. 115-146). London: Arnold.
Fiske, J. (2010a). Reading the popular. New York: Routledge. (Original work
published in 1989)
Fiske, J. (2010b). Understanding popular culture. New York: Routledge. (Original work
published in 1989)
Fiske, J. (2011). Television culture. New York: Routledge.
Fontana, A., & Frey, J. H. (1994). Interviewing: The art of science. In N. K. Denzin
& Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research, (pp.361-376). London:
Sage.
Fortner, R.S. (2004). Digital media as cultural metaphor. In R. M. Fowler, E.
Blumhofer, & F. F. Segovia (Eds.), New paradigms for Bible study: The Bible in
the third millennium, (pp. 21-48). New York: T & T Clark International.
Froese, P., & Franzen, A. (2011). Liberals are idealists? Conservatives are realists? Think
again. Wave III Baylor Religion Survey, pp. 6-9. Retrieved from:
http://www.baylor.edu/content/services/document.php/153501.pdf
Gall, T. L., Malette, J., Guirguis-Younger, M. (2011). Spirituality and religiousness: A
diversity of definitions. Journal of Spirituality in Mental Health, 13, 158-181.
Gallaher, S. K. (2003). Evangelical identity and gendered family life. New Brunswick,

250
NJ: Rutgers University Press.
Gallagher, S. K, & Smith, C. (1999). Symbolic traditionalism and pragmatic
egalitarianism: Contemporary evangelicals, families, and gender. Gender and
Society, 13(2), 211-233.
Gallup. (2014). Religion. Retrieved from: http://www.gallup.com/poll/1690/religion.aspx
Gerson, M. (2012, March 27). Too much religion in politics? Washingtonpost.com, p.
A17.
Geertz, C. (2000). The interpretation of cultures. New York: Basic Books. (Original
work published in 1973)
Giddens, A. (1991). Modernity and self-identity: Self and society in the late modern age.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Glascock, J., Livesay, C. B., & Ruggiero, T. E. (2008). Religious involvement,
audience demographics, and media bias. Journal of Media and Religion, 7, 256270.
Glotzer, L. (Producer), Lester, D. V. (Producer), & Darabont, F. (Director). (1994).
The Shawshank Redemption. USA: Warner Home Video.
Goethals, G. T. (1981). The TV ritual: Worship at the video altar. Boston: Beacon Press.
Goh, R. B. H. (2006). Religion and non-hierarchy. Theory, Culture, & Society, 23(23), 448-450.
Golan, G. J., & Day, A. G. (2010). In God we trust: Religiosity as a predictor of
perceptions of media trust, factuality, and invasion of privacy. American
Behavioral Scientist, 52(2), 120-136.
Good, M., & Willoughby, T. (2007). The identity formation experiences of church-

251
attending rural adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Research, 22, 387-412.
Grasmick, H. G., Wilcox, L. P., & Bird, S. R. (1990). The effects of religious
fundamentalism and religiosity on preference for traditional family norms.
Sociological Inquiry, 60(4), 352-369.
Green, J. C. (2005). Religion gap swings new ways. Religion in the News, 7(3). Retrieved
from:http://caribou.cc.trincoll.edu/depts_csrpl/RINVol7No3/ReligionGapSwings
NewWays.htm
Green, J. C., & Silk, M. (2003). The new religion gap. Religion in the News, 6(3).
Retrieved from: http://caribou.cc.trincoll.edu/depts_csrpl/RINVol6No3/
2004%20Election/religion%20gap.htm
Green, J. C., & Silk, M. (2005). Why moral values count. Religion in the News, 8(1).
Retrieved from: http://caribou.cc.trincoll.edu/depts_csrpl/RINVol8No1/
WhyMoral%20ValuesDidCount.htm
Griffith, R. M. (1997). Submissive wives, wounded daughters, and female soldiers:
Prayer and Christian womanhood in women’s Aglow fellowship. In D. D. Hall
(Ed.), Lived religion in America: Toward a history of practice, (pp. 160-195).
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Grossberg, L. (2010). Cultural studies in the future tense. Durham, NC: Duke
University Press.
Gunn, J. (2009). ‘On Thursdays we worship the banana plant’: Encountering lived
Hinduism in a Canadian suburb. Method and Theory in the Study of Religion, 21,
40-49.
Habermas, J. (2005, November). Religion in the public sphere. Lecture presented at

252
the Holberg Prize Seminar, Bergen, Norway.
Habermas, J. (2008a). Between naturalism and religion. Cambridge, UK: Polity.
Habermas, J. (2008b). A “post-secular” society—what does it mean? Reset dialogs on
civilizations. Retrieved from www.resetdoc.org/EN/Habermas-Istanbul.php.
Hadaway, C. K., & Marler, P. L. (1993). All in the family: Religious mobility in
America. Review of Religious Research, 35(2), 97-116.
Hall, D. D. (1997). Introduction. In D. D. Hall (Ed.), Lived religion in America:
Toward a history of practice, (pp. vii-xiii). Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press.
Hall, S. (1986). Cultural studies: Two paradigms. In R. Collins, J. Curran, N. Garnham,
P. Scannell, P. Schlesinger, & C. Sparks (Eds.), Media, culture, society: A critical
reader, (pp. 33-48). London: Sage.
Hall, S. (1993). Encoding, decoding. In S. During (Ed.), The cultural studies reader,
(pp. 90-103). London: Routledge. (Original work published in 1973)
Hastings, C. B. (1986). The communion of saints in light of the Baptist tradition.
Southwestern Journal of Theology, 28(2), 101-104.
Haw, K. (2011). The ‘changing same’ of an in-between’ generation’: Negotiating
identities through space, place and time. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural
Politics of Education, 32(4), 565-579.
Hendershot, H. (2004). Shaking the world for Jesus: Media and conservative
evangelical culture. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.
Hobbs, R. (1998). The seven great debates in the media literacy movement. Journal of
Communication, 48(1), 16-32.

253
Hodge, D. R., & McGrew, C. C. (2006). Spirituality, religion, and the
interrelationship: A
nationally representative study. Journal of Social Work Education, 42(3), 637654.
Holstein, J. A., & Gubrium, J. F. (2000). The self we live by: Narrative identity in a
postmodern world. New York: Oxford University Press.
Hoover, S. M. (1998). Religion in the news. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Hoover, S. M. (2006). Religion in the media age. London: Routledge.
Hoover, S. M. (2008). Audiences. In D. Morgan (Ed.), Religion, media and culture, (pp.
31-43). New York: Routledge.
Hoover, S. M., & Coats, C. D. (2011). The media and male identities: Audience research
in media, religion, and masculinities. Journal of Communication, 61, 877-895.
Hoover, S. M., & Emerich, M. (2011). Introduction: Media, spiritualities and social
change. In S. M. Hoover & M. Emerich (Eds.), Media, spiritualities, and
social change, (pp. 1-14). London: Continuum.
Howard, R. G. (2010). Enacting virtual ‘ekklesia’: Online Christian fundamentalism
as vernacular religion. New Media & Society, 12(5), 729-744.
Howe, D. W. (2007). What has God wrought: The Transformation of America, 18151848. New York: Oxford University Press.
Hunsburger, B., & Brown, L. B. (1984). Religious socialization, apostasy, and the impact
of family background. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 23(3), 239251.
Hunter, J. D. (1991). Culture wars: The struggle to define America. New York: Basic

254
Books.
Jackayya, B. H. (1975). The relationship between doctrinal consensus and church
fellowship.
Jeldtoft, N. (2011). Lived Islam: Religious identity with ‘non-organized’ Muslim
minorities. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 34(7), 1135-1151.
Jenson, K. B. (1991). Reception analysis: Mass communication as the social production
of meaning. In K. B. Jenson & N. W. Jankowski (Eds.), A handbook of qualitative
methodologies for mass communication research, (pp.135-148). London:
Routledge.
Jones, B. F. (2014, Apr. 2). TV Protestants. Christian Century, 44.
Kaylor, B. T. (2010). Coverage of Terry Schiavo controversy found not to be antiChristian. Newspaper Research Journal, 31(2), 69-76.
Kellner, D., & Share, J. (2007a). Critical media literacy, democracy, and the
reconstruction of education. In D. Macedo & S.R. Steinberg (Eds.), Media
literacy: A reader (pp. 3-23). New York: Peter Lang Publishing.
Kellner, D., & Share, J. (2007b). Critical media literacy is not an option. Learning
Inquiry, 1(1), 59-69.
Kemp, J. W. (2004). The Gospel According to Dr. Seuss. Philadelphia, PA: Judson Press.
Kerr, P. A. (2003). The framing of fundamentalist Christians: Network television news,
1980-2000. Journal of Media and Religion, 2(4), 203-235.
Kerr, P. A. & Moy, P. (2002). Newspaper coverage of fundamentalist Christians,
1980-2000. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 79(1), 54-72.
Kieser, E. (Producer) & Rhodes, M. R. (Director) (1996). Entertaining Angels [motion

255
picture]. USA: Paulist Pictures.
King, E. F. (2010). Material religion and popular culture. New York: Routledge.
King, P E. (2003). Religion and identity: The role of ideological, social, and spiritual
contexts. Applied Developmental Science, 7(3), 197-204.
Knickmeyer, N., Levitt, H , & Horne, S. G. (2010). Putting on Sunday best: The
silencing of battered women within Christian faith communities. Feminism &
Psychology, 20(1), 94-113.
KNOWLEDGE BOMB (2011, Nov. 1). harry potter [Msg 3]. Message posted to:
http://www.gracecentered.com/christian_forums/movie-reviews/harry-potter/
Kozlovic, K. (2003). Sacred subtexts and popular film: A brief survey of four categories
of hidden religious figurations. Journal of Contemporary Religion, 18(3), 317334.
Kozlovic, K. (2007). Sacred cinema: Exploring Christian sensibilities within popular
Hollywood films. Journal of Beliefs & Values: Studies in Religion & Education,
28(2), 195-208.
Kozol, W. (1994). Life’s America: Family and nation in postwar photojournalism.
Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.
Langelier, K. M. (2010). Performing the Somali identity in the diaspora: ‘Wherever I go I
know who I am’. Cultural Studies, 24(1), 66-94.
La Pastina, A. C. (2003). ‘Now that you’re going home, are you going to write about the
natives you studied?’: Telenovela reception, adultery and the dilemmas of
ethnographic practice. In P. D. Murphy & M. M. Kraidy (Eds.), Global media
studies: Ethnographic perspectives, (pp. 125-146). New York: Routledge.

256
Layton, E., Dollahite, D. C., & Hardy, S. A. (2011). Anchors of religious
commitment in
adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Research, 26(3), 381-413.
Levy, P. (2012, Apr. 18). Why is it so hard to do religion in primetime? Christian
Century, 18.
Lindlof, T. R. (1996). The passionate audience: Community inscriptions of The Last
Temptation of Christ. In D. A. Stout & J. M. Buddenbaum (Eds.), Religion and
mass media: Audiences and adaptations, (pp. 148-168). Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.
McDannell, C. (1995). Material Christianity. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
MacCauley, M. B. (2012, April 1). The faith factor: Religion’s new prominence in
campaign 2012: Whose beliefs matter? From birth control to taxes, religion is
playing an unprecedented role in 2012. The Christian Science Monitor.
Mahmood, S. (2005). Politics of piety: The Islamic revival and the feminist subject.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Mahmood, S. (2008). Feminism, democracy, and empire: Islam and the war on terror. In
J. W. Scott (Ed.), Women’s Studies on the Edge, (pp. 81-114). Durham, NC: Duke
University Press.
Manning, P. K. & Cullum-Swan, B. (1994). Narrative, content, and semiotic analysis.
In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research,
(pp. 463-477). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Marsden, G. M. (1991). Understanding fundamentalism and evangelicalism. Grand
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing.

257
McDaniel, E. L., Nooruddin, I., & Shortle, A. F. (2011). Divine boundaries: How
religion
shapes citizens’ attitudes towards immigrants. American Politics Research, 39(1),
205-233.
McMahan-Wilson, J., & Wilson, T. (2004). American ideal: A children’s musical
about humility. Nashville, TN: Brentwood-Benson Music Publishing.
McNamee, L. G. (2011). Faith-based organizational communication and its
implications for member identity. Journal of Applied Communication Research,
39(4), 422-440.
Mendelson, A. L., & Papacharissi, Z. (2011). Look at us: Collective narcisscism in
college student Facebook photo galleries. In Z. Papacharissi (Ed.), A networked
self: Identity, community, and culture on social network sites, (pp. 251-273). New
York: Routledge.
Miller, D. (2003). Blue like jazz. Nashville: Thomas Nelson.
Modern, J. L. (2008). Evangelical secularism and the measure of Leviathan. Church
History 77, 801-876.
Moon, D. (2004). God, sex and politics: Homosexuality and everyday theologies.
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.
Moore, E. E. (2009). The gospel of Tom (Hanks): American churches and The Da
Vinci Code. In C. Deacy & E. Arweck (Eds.), Exploring religion and the sacred
in a media age, (pp. 123-140). Surrey, UK: Ashgate.
Moore, E. E. (2010). ‘Braveheart,’ sacred heart: Exploring resistance to patriarchal
discourses in mainstream media and faith in the American spiritual marketplace.

258
Women’s Studies Quarterly, 38(3/4), 94-115.
Morley, D., & Silverstone, R. (1991). Communication and context: Ethnographic
perspectives on the media audience. In K. B. Jensen & N. W. Jankowski
(Eds.), A handbook of qualitative methodologies for mass communication
research, (pp. 149-162). London: Routledge.
Murphy, P. D., & Kraidy, M. M. (2003). Ethnography and participant observation. In
P. D. Murphy & M. M. Kraidy (Eds.), Global media studies: Ethnographic
perspectives, (pp. 3-19). New York: Routledge.
Narayan, A., Purkayastha, B, & Banerjee, S. (2011). Constructing transnational and
virtual ethnic identities: A study of the discourse and networks of ethnic student
organizations in the US and the UK. Journal of Intercultural Studies, 32(5), 515537.
Natsera. (2011, November 19). Not Jewish, but eagerly embracing traditions. [Msg 2].
Message posted to: http://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/a-jewishwedding-for-two-non-jews/2011/10/14/gIQAwaRvYN_story.html
Orsi, R. (1997). Everyday miracles: The study of lived religion. In D. D. Hall (Ed.), Lived
religion in America: Toward a history of practice, (pp. 3-21). Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.
Orsi, R. A. (2003). Is the study of lived religion irrelevant to the world we live in?
Special presidential plenary address, Society for the Scientific Study of
Religion, Salt Lake City, November 2, 2002. Journal for the Scientific Study of
Religion, 42(2), 169-174.
Orsi, R. (2005). Between heaven and Earth: The religious worlds people make and the

259
scholars who study them. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Parker, J. (2009, June). A dreamer of the golden dreams. Atlantic Monthly, 33-35.
Pastor Tim. (2013a, Apr. 20). What kind of power [Electronic mailing list message].
Pastor Tim. (2013b, Apr. 27). Audience of one [Electronic mailing list message].
Pastor Tim. (2013c, Oct. 11). The practice of being open to different interpretations
[Electronic mailing list message].
Pastor Tim. (2013d, Oct. 18). Practicing the heretical imperative [Electronic mailing
list message].
Pastor Tim. (2014a, Feb. 21). We begin again [Electronic mailing list message].
Pastor Tim. (2014b, Apr. 6). The cure for loneliness [Electronic mailing list message].
Pastor Tim. (2014c, May 7). An invitation to meditation [Electronic mailing list
message].
Paule, M. (2012). Girls, the divine and the prime time. Feminist Theology, 20(3), 200217.
Pauley, J. J. (1991). A beginner’s guide to doing qualitative research. Journalism
Monographs, 12, 1-29.
Paxton, M. (2004). Gone fishin’: A framing analysis of the fight over a small town’s
city seal. Journal of Media and Religion, 3(1), 43-55.
Perinbanayagam, R. S. (2000). The presence of self. Lanham, MD: Rowan &
Littlefield.
The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life. (2008). U.S. religious landscape survey.
Retrieved from: http://religions.pewforum.org/
The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life. (2009). Many Americans mix multiple

260
faiths. Retrieved from: http://www.pewforum.org/Other-Beliefs-andPractices/Many-Americans-Mix-Multiple-Faiths.aspx
The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life. (2012). ‘No religion’ on the rise.
Retrieved from: http://www.pewforum.org/Unaffiliated/nones-on-therise.aspx
The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press. (2013). Amid criticism, media’s
watchdog role stands out. Retrieved from: http://www.peoplepress.org/2013/08/08/amid-criticism-support-for-medias-watchdog-role-standsout/
The Pew Research Religion and Public Life Project. (2009). Faith in flux. Retrieved ‘
from: http://www.pewforum.org/2009/04/27/faith-in-flux/
Primiano, L. N. (1995). Vernacular religion and the search for method in religious
folklife. Western Folklore, 54(1), 37-56.
Primiano, L. N. (2009). “For what I have done and what I have failed to do”:
Vernacular Catholicism and The West Wing. In D. Winston (Ed.), Small screen,
big picture: Television and lived religion, (pp. 99-124). Waco, TX: Baylor
University Press.
Pollner, M., & Stein, J. (1996). Narrative mapping of social worlds: The voice of
experience in Alcoholics Anonymous. Symbolic Interaction, 19(3), 203-223.
Pope, C. (2014, Jun. 9). Concerning the obsession with photos during liturgies – A
consideration of a liturgical and pastoral problem. Archdiocese of Washington.
Retrieved from: http://blog.adw.org/2014/06/concerning-the-obsession-forphotos-at-liturgies-a-consideration-of-a-liturgical-and-pastoral-problem/

261
Public Religion Research Institute. (2014). American Values Survey. Retrieved from:
http://ava.publicreligion.org/home
Putnam, R. D., & Campbell, D. E. (2010). American grace: How religion divides us and
unites us. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Read, J. G., & Eagle, D. E. (2011). Intersecting identities as a source of religious
incongruence. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 50(1), 116-132.
Reklis, K. (2012, Dec. 26). Faith in 2-D. Christian Century, 36.
Ricoeur, P. (1995). Figuring the sacred: Religion, narrative, and imagination.
Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press.
Robertson, G. D. (2000, January 1). Triangle fertile for spiritual growth. The HeraldSun, p. C1.
Roof, W. C. (1999). Spiritual marketplace: Baby boomers and the remaking of American
religion. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Roof, W. C. (2011). Obama and the polls: The contrarian weekly + religious attenders.
Review of Religious Research, 52(3), 323-333.
Rose, S. D. (1988). Keeping them out of the hands of Satan: Evangelical schooling in
America. New York: Routledge.
Roy, O. (2011). Breakthroughs in faith. World Policy Journal, 28, 7-13.
Sanchez, D., & Carter, R. T. (2005). Exploring the relationship between racial identity
and religious orientation among African American college students. Journal of
College Student Development, 46(3), 280-295.
Saya. (2011, Sept. 4). harry potter [Msg 1]. Message posted to:
http://www.gracecentered.com/christian_forums/movie-reviews/harry-potter/

262
Schreiter, R. (2011). Cosmopolitanism, hybrid identities, and religion. Exchange, 40,
1934.
Schultze, Q. (1996). Evangelicals’ uneasy alliance with the media. In D. A. Stout & J. M.
Buddenbaum (Eds.), Religion and mass media: Audiences and adaptations,
(pp. 61-73). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Schultze, Q. J. (2003). Christianity and the mass media in America: Towards a
democratic accommodation. East Lansing: Michigan State University Press.
Scott, A.O. (2006, Dec. 1). The virgin Mary as a teenager with worries. The New York
Times, p. 1.
Seale, C. (1999). Converging on a point? In The quality of qualitative research, (pp. 5261). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Shanne. (2011, July 24). Taking photos in church. [Msg 1]. Message posted to:
http://365project.org/discuss/general/7677/taking-photos-in-church-services
Sheler, J. L., Hsu, C., & Marek, A. C. (2004, May 3). Nearer my God to thee. U. S. News
and World Report, p. 59.
Sherkat, D. E. (1991). Leaving the faith: Testing theories of religious switching using
survival models. Social Science Research, 20, 171-187.
Short, J. E. (2013). How much media? 2013 report on American consumers. Institute for
Communication Technology Management. Retrieved from:
http://www.marshall.usc.edu/faculty/centers/ctm/research/how-much-media
Siegler, E. (2009). A television auteur confronts God: The religious imagination of Tom
Fontana. In D. Winston (Ed.), Small screen, big picture: Television and lived

263
religion, (pp. 401-426). Waco, TX: Baylor University Press.
Skill, T., & Robinson, J. D. (1994). The image of Christian leaders in fictional television
programs. Sociology of Religion, 55(1), 75-84.
Skill, T., Robinson, J. D., Lyons, J. S., & Larson, D. (1994). The portrayal of religion and
the spirituality on fictional network television. Review of Religious Research, 35(3),
251-267.
Somashekhar, S. (2012, April 11). For Santorum, a remarkable turnaround. The
Washington Post, p. A07.
Soper, J. C. (1994). Evangelical Christianity in the United States and Great Britain. New
York: New York University Press.
Strinati, D. (1996). Structuralism, semiology, and popular culture. An introduction to
theories of popular culture, (pp. 87-128). London: Routledge.
Sullivan, W. F. (2005). The impossibility of religious freedom. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.
Swidler, A. (1986). Culture in action: Symbols and strategies. American Sociological
Review, 51(2), 273-286.
TED Conferences. (2014). Our organization. Retrieved from: http://www.ted.com/
about/our-organization
Tippett, K. (2008, Apr. 17). Evangelical politics – Three generations. On Being.
Retrieved from: http://www.onbeing.org/program/evangelical-politics-threegenerations/93
Torfing, J. (1999). New theories of discourse: Laclau, Mouffe, and Zizek. Oxford, UK:
Blackwell.

264
Touchstone: A Journal of Mere Christianity. (2009). Fewer paths to salvation. p. 35.
Truth for Life. (2012, Jan. 13). Homosexuality, a Biblical perspective. Podcast retrieved
from: http://www.truthforlife.org/resources/sermon/homosexuality-a-biblicalperspective/
Turkle, S. (1995). Life on the screen: Identity in the age of the internet. New York:
Simon and Schuster.
Turkle, S. (2011). Alone together: Why we expect more from technology and less
from each other. New York: Basic Books.
Turner, B. S. (2006). Religion. Theory, Culture, & Society, 23(2/3), 437-455.
Turner, B. S. (2007). Religious authority and new media. Theory, Culture, & Society,
24(2), 117-134.
Turner, V. (1995). The ritual process: Structure and anti-structure. New York: Aldine
De Gruyter. (Original work published in 1969)
Tyner, K. (1998). Literacy in a digital world: Teaching and learning in the age of
information. New York: Laurence Erlbaum Associates.
Vazire, S., & Mehl, M. R. (2008). Knowing me, knowing you: The accuracy and unique
predicative validity of self-ratings and other-ratings of daily behavior. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 95, 1202-1216.
Vila, P. (2000). Crossing Borders, reinforcing borders: Social categories, metaphors,
and narrative identities on the U.S.-Mexico frontier. Austin: University of
Texas Press.
Vila, P. (2003). The polysemy of the label ‘Mexican’ on the border. In P. Vila (Ed.),

265
Ethnography and the border (pp. 105-140). Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press.
Wald, K. D, & Calhoun-Brown, A. (2007). Religion and politics in the United States.
Lanham, MD: Rowan & Littlefield.
Walsh, A. (1998). Church, lies, and polling data. Religion in the News, 1(2).
Retrieved from: http://caribou.cc.trincoll.edu/depts_csrpl/RIN%20Vol.1No.1/
RIN%20Vol.1No.2/Church_lies_polling.htm
Walton, J. L. (2009). Watch this!: The ethics and aethestics of black televangelism.
New York: New York University Press.
Warren, H. (2001). Southern Baptists as audience and public: A cultural analysis of the
Disney boycott. In D. A. Stout & J. M. Buddenbaum (Eds.), Religion and popular
culture: Studies on the interaction of worldviews, (pp. 169-186). Ames: Iowa
State University Press.
Watt, D. H. (2002). Bible-carrying Christians: Conservative Protestants and social
power. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
Williams, R. (1977). Marxism and literature. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
Williams, R. (1981). The analysis of culture. In T. Bennett, G. Martin, C. Mercer, & J.
Woollacott (Eds.), Culture, ideology and social process, (pp. 43-52). London:
The Open University Press. (Original work published in 1961)
Williams, R. (2008). Culture is ordinary. In N. Badmington & J. Thomas (Eds.), The
Routledge critical and cultural theory reader, (pp. 91-100). London:
Routledge. (Original work published in 1958)
Willis, P., & Trondman, M. (2002). Manifesto for ethnography. Critical  Critical

266
Methodologies, 2(3), 394-402.
Winston, D. (Ed.) (2009) Small screen, big picture: Television and lived religion. Waco,
TX: Baylor University Press.
Wirtz, J.G., Ngondo, P.S., & Poe, P. (2013). Talking with us or at us: How U.S.
religious denominations use organizational web sites to communicate with
their constituents. Journal of Media and Religion,12(4), 165-180.
Woodbury, R.D., & Smith, C. S. (1998). Fundamentalism et al.: Conservative Protestants
in America. Annual Review of Sociology, 24, 25-56.
Zahle, J. (2012). Practical knowledge and participant observation. Inquiry: An
Interdisciplinary Journal of Philosophy, 55(1), 50-65.
Zinnbauer, B. J., Pargament, K. I., Cole, B., Rye, M. S., Butter, E. M., Belavich, T. G.,
Hipp, K. M., Scott, A. B., & Kadar, J. L. (1997). Religion and spirituality:
Unfuzzying the fuzzy. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 36(4), 549564.
Zito, A. (2008). Culture. In D. Morgan (Ed.), Keywords in religion, media, and culture
(pp. 69-82). New York: Routledge.

267
APPENDIX A: PROPOSED LIST OF QUESTIONS FOR QUALITATIVE
INTERVIEWING


How would you describe yourself religiously?



What does (particular religious practice or symbol) mean to you?



What in your religious practice is particularly meaningful to you?



How often do you attend church? What activities do you participate in at church?



What is it you like about church? What is it you dislike about church?



Why do you attend church? Why is it important, if at all?



What television shows/movies do you watch regularly?



What is it about (particular media text) that you like?



Are there television shows/movies that are particularly meaningful to you?



Are there any television shows/movies that hold religious meaning for you?



How do you watch television? With people or alone? Habitually or sporadically?
By appointment or whenever you have a minute?



Do you have a D.V.R. (or similar technology)? What shows do you record?



What does (particular media text) mean to you?



Is there a television show or film that moves you?



What does (particular media text) lead you to think?



What websites do you use frequently in your leisure time?



When and how often do you use the internet in your personal life?



What magazines do you read? How often do you read these magazines?



Are there particular media that inform you about religion?
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Are there media texts that you would use to describe yourself or with which
you identify?



Do you use particular media to talk to your children about religion or morality?



Are there particular media that you morally object to?



Are there particular television shows or movies that you don’t allow your kids to
watch? Why?



What do you think of media? Do you think all media has similar messages? What
are those messages?

