
Internet and Faith

Erik Mansager, Beth McDonald, and Hallie M. Williams Sr.

Abstract

This forum includes a brief summary of the 2014 MIT study that correlated a decline 
in Americans' religious affiliation with an increase in Internet use. After a brief sum
mary of the findings, two respondents, religiously affiliated helping professionals, 
share reflections of what the study elicited in them.
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The contributors for this column include a student (Williams) at Adler 
Graduate School, as well as two clinicians in practice, one in the United 
States (McDonald) and the other in Switzerland (Mansager).

Erik Mansager

Allen B. Downey, professor of computer science at Olin College of 
Engineering in Needham, Massachusetts, is a prolific writer and researcher 
in the area of the Internet's impact on society today. Early last year, in March 
2014, he published his team's findings—"Religious Affiliation, Education 
and Internet Use"—after gathering longitudinal data from the U.S. General 
Social Survey.

The issue of interest for Downey's team was the notable rise in Americans 
who no longer claimed to be affiliated with a formal religion when com
pared over a 20-year period dating from the 1980s (7.1 % unaffiliated) to the 
2000s (15.3% unaffiliated). The difference of 8.2 percentage points repre
sents 25 million people, based on the 2010 U.S. population of 309 million 
inhabitants, according to Downey. The statistical search for contributing 
factors pointed to a reduction in religious upbringing and an increase in col
lege education and Internet use.

Downey's conclusions were as follows:
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• Decreases in religious upbringing between the 1980s and 2000s ac
count for about 25% of the observed decrease in affiliation.

• Increases in college graduation between the 1980s and 2000s ac
count for about 5% of the observed decrease in affiliation.

• Increases in Internet use since 1990, from 0 to nearly 80% of the 
general population, account for about 20% of the observed decrease 
in affiliation.

In the following commentaries, my two coauthors look to this research 
to help understand the disaffiliation trend. After reflecting on Adler's ap
preciation for the possible benefits of religious affiliation, the first author 
highlights the trend for "millennials" (those born after 1980 and coming to 
legal majority around the turn of the 21 st century) to continue the activities 
that religions were once known for, such as volunteering and making chari
table donations, while abandoning religious gatherings. The second author 
responds from the personal view of an "affiliated" religious believer and 
suggests that Internet usage also seems to be correlated with a new kind of 
activism that has all the markers of religious engagement.

Religion and the Internet:
Are Millennials Disconnecting?

Beth McDonald

Downey's (2014) data make an interesting case for correlating religious 
upbringing, Internet usage, and college education with religious affiliation. 
However, I cannot help but wonder what it all means subjectively. Why are 
people turning away from religion, and what effect does this trend have on 
social interaction?

For me, as an Individual Psychologist, these data bring to light a pos
sible cultural shift in social interest, in which Adler believed religion plays 
a central role, according to Johansen (2010). Adler felt that religion could 
further communal life and offer a sense of belonging. That is, communal 
worship and ritual can contribute to the well-being of the individual through 
the protection of the larger group (Adler, 1933/1964). As an ideal, religion 
can offer acceptance, as well as spiritual and emotional healing—a port in
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the storm, if you will. In addition, religious organizations have traditionally 
served a vital role in the wellness of their local congregations and in the 
welfare of their larger communities. There is, of course, the reality of reli
gion, which is the fact that religions are made up of imperfect people. Adler 
pointed out that some people retreat into religion and act just like they did 
before—complaining, gossiping, whining, and thinking about themselves 
rather than their fellow human beings. Can this dichotomy have something 
to do with the current trend of disaffiliation?

Downey's (2014) analysis of the data points to three related factors in 
the decline of religious affiliation among Americans: religious upbringing, 
level of education, and Internet use. The numbers are not insignificant; they 
indicate a decline of 25 million people reporting religious affiliation be
tween 1980 and 2000. The data correlating Internet use and disaffiliation 
in particular beg further investigation. In Downey's estimation, the Internet 
may be providing a way for people to connect with others outside of their 
own homogeneous community, and a way to open up religious dialogue 
for those who have questions or doubts about their faith. How will this af
fect social behavior and, more important, mental health among those born 
between 1980 and 1999, a generation referred to as "millennials" (Pew 
Research Center, 2014)?

It may not be that millennials have lost the ability to form social con
nections or that they feel no need for socially useful relationships. The issue, 
according to the research, is better understood in light of these "digital na
tives" using technology to create networks of friends, colleagues, and affinity 
groups (Pew Research Center, 2014). Leaders in institutionalized religion, at 
times rigid for their own protection, may view the social character and com
munal use of technology as a threat to the very foundation of their beliefs. 
The Internet has, however, arguably opened up a global platform where 
people are forming communities based on shared ideals and, in a sense, 
creating a new paradigm of social interest.

Adler described social interest or community feeling as the ability to 
"see with the eyes of another, to hear with the ears of another, to feel with 
the heart of another" (as cited in Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956, p. 135). 
Adler suggested that empathy, sympathy, love, and love of humanity were 
the basis of social interest and can be experienced only in conjunction with 
others. However, this is a two-way street, and religion seems to have fallen 
short of providing an empathetic, sympathetic, and loving environment in 
which young people feel a sense of belonging. Although they are becoming 
less affiliated, I believe that millennials want to be part of something bigger 
than themselves and are, in fact, community minded. A report provided by 
the National Conference on Citizenship (n.d.) stated that although millenni
als are less likely to attend meetings, participate in groups, or attend religious
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services, they volunteer more than generations before them. They also do
nate money: in 2013, for example, 87% of millennials gave financially to 
nonprofits (Millennial Impact, 2014).

I cannot help but wonder what Adler's response would be to these in
teresting shifts in social behavior. On the one hand, he saw the value of 
religion in fostering communal life, but on the other hand, he recognized 
that religion is not always good for people (Adler, 1933/1964).

Would he see the Internet as a vehicle for spiritual isolation and one's 
movement away from fellow human beings? Are millennials more interested 
in what they get out of their online social interactions than what they give? I 
think Adler would be concerned that as younger generations become more 
religiously disaffiliated, they may become more socially disaffiliated as well.

In a sense, Downey's (2014) work could imply that the Internet is re
placing religion. It may also suggest, given the potential of anonymity and 
a sense of being removed from personal conflict inherent in technology, 
that the messiness of human interaction can be avoided. The goal of social 
interest, from an Adlerian perspective, is not simply to feel loved and ac
cepted; it is to love and accept others, to have a sense of being a necessary 
part of the betterment of others. Although this is not entirely impossible us
ing technology, technology can be a sterile form of communal living. The 
Internet cannot hold the hand of the grieving, visit the sick, bring food to the 
hungry, or clothe the needy. I love the way the poet Wendell Berry (2002) 
said it: "Healing is impossible in loneliness; it is the opposite of loneliness. 
Conviviality is healing. To be healed we must come with all the other crea
tures to the feast of creation" (p. 99).

Is the Internet Destroying Our Religion?

Hallie M. Williams Sr.

Allen B. Downey (2014) has prepared an analysis of statistical infor
mation that has been the catalyst for several other commentaries regarding 
the phenomenon of religious disaffiliation (such as the 2014 article "How 
the Internet Is Taking Away America's Religion"). After reading a number of 
comments, I thought, "Wow! What a change in religious adherence these 
articles were depicting." I thought of something my mother told me, "Don't
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believe everything you read." Thinking about that quote caused me to reflect 
on the story of Chicken Little, which you may remember. It is a story about 
a chicken who believes that the world is coming to an end. He runs around 
yelling, "The sky is falling! The sky is falling!" because an acorn had fallen 
on his head. The message for children is basically one of caution with regard 
to those who warn of calamity without adequate justification.

Allow me to offer a perspective, different from Downey's, on what might 
be happening as it comes to the interaction between the Internet and reli
gious affiliation.

I am a Roman Catholic. I recently attended Mass, and the priest asked 
someone in the congregation to look up a passage from Scripture and read 
it in church (he was attempting to make a point). Well, the parishioners 
scrambled a bit—unfortunately all Catholics haven't cultivated the habit of 
always bringing a Bible to church, as many of my Baptist cousins have, and 
they tried to find someone in church with a Bible. A lady stood up and said, 
"I have it." From where I sat, it looked like a mighty small Bible. I soon real
ized that it was a cell phone. She proceeded to read the Bible verse from her 
cell phone. Saved by technology and the Internet! This irony is intentional. 
But just think about it for a minute: Who does not have a cell phone?

According to the 2013 Pew Research Internet Project (Duggan, 2014), 
fully 91% of American adults own a cell phone and many use the devices 
for much more than phone calls. The woman I saw is part of that 91%. In 
light of her ability to access her Bible in this way, I could infer that at least 
91% now "carry" a Bible everywhere they go (even Catholics in church). 
Thank God for technology and the Internet. But that is just the beginning.

Perhaps what is happening now is more of a paradigm shift than a 
sweeping loss of religion across the country. That is, a shift much like what 
we have seen happen across the business world, corresponding with the 
demise of many bricks-and-mortar businesses and the proliferation of web
sites as the virtual business locations. Could what Professor Downey found 
actually reflect the evolution and innovation of religion, as opposed to a 
departure from traditional religion?

The Internet allows people to reach all over the world and connect with 
like-minded individuals. It allows people to make their faith and religion 
more active. Mother Teresa, Bishop Desmond Tutu, and Pope Francis all 
made or are making changes in the world because of their "active" religious 
beliefs. They got out and did something while encouraging people of all 
faiths and religion to join and support their endeavors to do the right thing.

The Internet may be about passively saying, but also actively becoming, 
my brother's and sister's keeper (Genesis 4:9). The Internet may also be al
lowing people to become a part of a hybrid-type religion that allows them 
to maintain beliefs but also join in the type of faith movement that drives
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social change. This religion is hard to measure by attendance in a place of 
worship. This is not the religion my granduncle used to sing about: "Gimme 
that old time religion . . . it's good enough for me."

That being said, what is religion but a cousin of social interest? Because 
Adler was not "interested in the verbal expression of feelings, but only in 
the intensity of the movement by which they are expressed," then following 
Adler, we would "evaluate the members of various religions not by the way 
they represent their feelings, but by the movement of the whole individual 
follower in helping others or not, i.e., by their fruits." This would be consis
tent with Adler's (1987) emphasis on "the practical application of Individual 
Psychology as a science to protect and further the sacred good of brotherly 
love where the religions have lost their influence" (pp. 525-526).

Recent global events showed us the power of technology in fueling in
dividual movement and in creating mass movement. From trying to liberate 
abducted schoolgirls to spreading the news about the Tunisian vendor who 
set himself on fire, friends of friends of friends all at once agreed on so
cial justice. They showed empathy. They showed unity. They showed social 
interest. Social media in this day and age has become, for many, a natu
ral extension of our communication system. Children are now born into a 
world where social media has preceded them. For many, social media is a 
natural extension on the evolutionary track of communication; something 
like a new natural language. We are adapting. Society is forcing us to adapt 
in order to continue to live together, to continue with communal life. It is 
as if a spiritual force, energy, is at work that insists that we remain intercon
nected. We use whatever means are at hand to maintain this connection, 
and in this day and age, it is technology that is at hand.

So, I conclude, the sky is not falling and the Internet is not destroy
ing religion or faith. Whether within the confines of religious institutions or 
over Internet airwaves, we still have a need for brotherly love and—as Adler 
called it—the commonweal.

Thank God for the Internet.
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