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[Slide 1: Title]  At the dawn of the 20th century, one of the first researchers to take a 

modern approach to the study of religion famously argued for an almost transcendent 

understanding of aggregate social action.  For Emile Durkheim, society can only know itself 

through ongoing cooperation:  “It is by common action that [society] takes consciousness of 

itself and realizes its position; it is before all else an active cooperation.  [. . .] It is action which 

dominates the religious life, because of the mere fact that it is society which is its source” (1915, 

465-6).  For Durkheim, co-operative action sacralizes the world because it is only through such 

action that individual experiences are rendered sensible beyond the individual self.  In this 

process, the ritual enacting of the social divine renders its presence visible across time by 

creating, maintaining, and recreating the shared ideas that link individual humans together.  

Today, communication technologies increase the flow of that social action.  Unlike the 

technologies that dominated the 20th century, however, this technologically-enabled flow is not 

just from central institutional sources outward.  Instead, it moves through a diffuse and changing 

ganglion of interactive communication performance.  Here, the sacred is a dynamic, shared, and 

emergent web of human action that is enacted outside the walls of any real-world church.   

This technologized social divine transcends the individual, but it does not transcend 

mortality.  In order for communication technologies to generate a vernacular web, they must be 
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filled with human volition.  If people were to stop communicating, their aggregated expression 

would simple dissolve into the background noise of the Internet.  Hedging against this 

possibility, online religious expression is not always characterized by tolerant diversity.  Instead, 

it sometimes insists its participants share a very specific set of beliefs.  To render the sharing of a 

specific ideology visible online, individuals must enact it.  I have termed one practice through 

which this visible discourse is enacted “ritual deliberation,” and this paper documents how 

individuals use ritual deliberation to create a “virtual ekklesia” in the network spaces now made 

available to them by the technologies of participatory media. 

[Slide 2:  Vernacular Christian Fundamentalism]  First popularized by mass media in 

the 1970s, the vernacular ideology of Christian fundamentalism emerged in the early Internet 

medium of Usenet newsgroups in 1992 (Howard 1997).  [CLICK]  Now, the ideology is 

recognizable in discourse when adherents express four powerfully interlocking beliefs (Howard 

2009).  When found individually, these beliefs could mark any number of evangelical Protestant 

discourses (Shupe 1997).  All four found together, however, mark the specific ideology of 

vernacular Christian fundamentalism.  [CLICK] 

The first and most central belief is that the texts of the Bible have a single and literal 

meaning.  Grounded in a literal interpretation, a second belief holds that adherents are obligated 

to attempt to convert others through evangelism.  A third belief holds that such conversions 

occur through direct experiences of the divine typically termed “spiritual rebirth.”  A fourth 

belief (the most easily recognizable) emerges when literalism compels adherents to interpret the 

prophetic texts of the Bible as a foretelling a predetermined human history that places the people 

alive today at the cusp of the “End Times.”  Taken together, these beliefs generate a radical 
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certainty by connecting the intense personal experience of spiritual rebirth with a literal 

interpretation of the Bible.  

[Slide 3:  The Rise of Participatory Media]  Nearly two decades after the advent of the 

public Internet, an era of “participatory culture” has been associated with new forms of online 

discourse made possible by advances in network-based software (Jenkins 2006).  Famously 

termed “Web 2.0” by computer media CEO Tim O’Reilly, these forms were made possible by 

innovations on the original HTML computer language (O’Reilly 2005). [CLICK]  These 

applications make it easier for web-users to interactively “co-produce” the content on Web sites 

they visit [CLICK].  From wikis, to social networking, to photo sharing, to so-called “blogs,” 

these new “participatory media” [CLICK] are used by individuals to create new and complex 

webs of vernacular communication (Howard 2008a).  In the case of vernacular Christian 

fundamentalism, the practice of ritual deliberation allows its practitioners to aggregate their 

expression at distinct locations in events made possible by this dynamic media environment. 

[Slide 4:  Rapture Ready]  One such aggregation is on the Website:  RaptureReady.  

Started in 1995, RaptureReady’s central feature is what its builder, Todd, calls “The Rapture 

Index” (Strandberg 1999a).  This “Index” is a number based on news reporting that Todd culls 

from a wide range of media outlets.  Sorting all the information he finds into forty-five 

“categories” ranging from “False Christs,” “The Occult,” and “Satanism” to “Liberalism,” “The 

Antichrist,” and “Earthquakes,” Todd generates a number he characterizes as, “a Dow Jones 

Industrial Average of end time activity.”  In March of 2008, the index was at “169.”  Its record 

low was “57” on December 12, 1993.  Its record high was 182 on September 24, 2001 

(Strandberg 2008b).  Each of these index numbers represents Todd’s particular assertion about 
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how much anticipation for the Rapture (how “rapture ready”) he and his fellow believers should 

feel.  It is also an aggregation of the information that Todd has consumed.   

[Slide 5: Aggregating the Virtual Church]  This aggregation is made possible by 

communication technologies, but it is shaped by the cultural forces inherent in the media-world 

Todd experiences through the Internet.  Interacting with human history and culture, Todd acts 

out of his own volition when he aggregates information.  As a result, his aggregations are not 

merely reflections of external facts or mechanisms.  Instead, they are assertive inflections of his 

own understanding.  As others read his Web site, they participate in the larger social aggregation 

Todd’s site performs by participating in a central Christian religious practice:  koinonia.   

In New Testament Greek, the term “ekklesia” [CLICK] referred not the physical location 

of a synagogue, but to the assembly of persons of the “church.”  In the complex cosmopolitan 

environments where early Christianity spread, individuals were part of this ekklesia when they 

exhibited their shared beliefs by engaging in “koinonia” or “fellowship.” [CLICK]  Sharing the 

Christian message in fellowship, individuals performed their Church in discourse--long before 

the advent of the Internet.  Today, however, this fellowship can occur outside of any physical 

space and without recourse to any central institution.  As a result, locating a virtual ekklesia 

requires a close examination of online expression. 

[Slide 6:  Blogging the End Times]  To create a sample of participatory media Web 

pages that enact this ekklesia, [CLICK] the terms “End Time,” “End Times,” “Endtime,” and 

“Endtimes,” were searched [CLICK] in two common search engines on June 28, 2007 

[CLICK].  Then the top 100 hits from each of the two search engines were combined to create a 

collection of 200 specific web pages that included video, audio, and graphic content.  By far, the 

most common form of participatory web page appearing in the sample set was the text-based 
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blog.  Typically, these were created by individuals and allowed audience members to post 

responses to specific entries.  Among them, the posts ranged from a plea by 49 year-old self 

identified “disabled grandma” who blogs in the voice of God saying “I DECREE IT UNTO 

YOU, KANYE, AS THE LORD HAS GIVEN ME UTTERENCE HERE ON YOUR 

BEHALF…BE IT UNTO YOUI AS HE HAS SPOKEN IN JESUS’ MATCHLESS NAME!” 

(God informed this blogger that hiphop star Kanye West is a “poser”.)  to a homemade 

devotional video clip that mixes music by the pop music artist Moby, quotes from ancient 

Christian martyrs, and images from Mel Gibson’s Passion of the Christ.  

[Slide 7: Brittgillette.com]  In the more typical example of a text-based blog, Brit of 

Brittgillette.com emphases the role of technology in The End Times with entries like:  “The 

Technologies of Revelation,” “Molecular Manufacturing,” and “The Singularity.” [Slide 8: 

Jesus Christology]  Job, another blogger, copied one of Britt’s articles and pasted it into his own 

blog, Jesus Christology Earnestly Contending for The Faith Once Delivered to the Saints Jude 

1:3 (Job 2008a).  A 35 year old African American man living in Georgia, Jesus Christology’s 

Job writes blog entries expressing his belief that Satan and his demons are leading both 

Christians and non-Christians astray.  Focusing on spiritual warfare, Job specifically rejects 

church institutions believing that the Tribulation Period will bring a, “pouring out [God’s] wrath 

upon and scattering [of] the  church.”   

As he describes it, “spiritual warfare is fighting against and overcoming demons, or former 

angels that have been cast out of God’s Kingdom and now follow Satan, with the power and 

Name of Jesus Christ.”  According to Job, spiritual warfare must target humans, “who (whether 

knowingly or not) work for Satan with the assistance of demons: witches, satanists, devil 

worshippers, idolators, etc.” (Job 2008d). 
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One such individual turns to be the U.S. Democratic presidential candidate in 2008, Barak 

Obama.  In his blog entry from January 26, 2008 entitled “Does Anyone Know The Number Of 

Barack HUSSEIN Obama’s Name?” Job speculates:  “It would seem that one would have to 

somehow translate Barack HUSSEIN Obama to either Arabic, Aramaic, Hebrew, Latin, or Greek 

first and then just add up the position of the letters in the alphabet” (Job 2008e).  Because Job has 

the “comments” feature of his blog activated, his blog becomes a location for ritual deliberation. 

This post is cues deliberation because its title posits a question.  It actively seeks the 

participation of others who might be able to translate Obama’s name and “add up” the letters.  

The entry elicits nine comments from five individuals in Job’s audience.  [Slide 9: Jesus 

Christology on Obama] One of those attempts to figured out how Obama’s name might add up 

to the Number of the Beast: 

Barack Hussein Obama=666, here’s why: 

Barack=6�Hussein=7�Obama=5 

(all possible combination)�567�576�657�675�756�765�—- �3996(total)/6=666  (Job 2008e) 

While the response to this particular post subsided, the concern about Obama did not.  As 

Obama’s following increased across January and February of that year, Job’s concern grew.  On 

February 14, 2008, Job posted another Obama entry titled: “NO WE CAN’T! BARACK 

HUSSEIN OBAMA IS A FALSE CHRIST!”  In this post, Job asserts that Obama is part of the 

new Satan-inspired threat he terms “the religious left.”  He attacks Obama’s church in Chicago 

saying it is “pastured” by a “racist.”  He then goes on describe the “revival-like” atmosphere 

surrounding Obama’s political campaign.  Claiming to have predicted “a ‘faux �revival’” earlier 

that year, Job implores his audience saying:  “I am challenging you� today to decide who YOU 

are going to follow, B. Hussein Obama, the most �recent false messiah, or Jesus Christ, the true 
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Messiah!!!” (Job 2008f).  With 21 comments, this post resulted in the most responding 

comments on any open blog that was associated with vernacular Christian fundamentalism found 

in the sample set.  However, it also drew the attention of outsiders, and these outsiders hampered 

the ritual deliberation.   

Six of the 21 comments were curt and hostile.  The very first comment set the tone writing, 

simply, “You’re about five kinds of @#$%^&$.”  This was followed by a short barrage of 

similar statements.  Then “Independent Conservative,” a long time commenter on the site, 

addressed Job directly writing:  “Job, it looks like the Obama fans are worse than the Romney 

fans.  Proving Obama is a false christ, that many see as their hope.”  Job replied: 

Oh, most of these fellows are being sent here by this anti - Christian blog that linked to 

my site [ . . .]  �They are having real fun with my spiritual warfare content in particular as 

you might guess. Ah well, at least they are being exposed to the gospel of Jesus Christ 

crucified and raised from the dead.  (Job 2008f) 

On that “anti – Christian blog,” the blogger posted a cut-and-paste of Job’s entry (Edroso 

2008a).  [Slide 10: Edroso on Jesus Christology]  Then, in the comments section of that post, 

individuals colluded to disrupt Job’s blog saying:  “I say we make this Job person’s life a waking 

nightmare” (Edroso 2008b).  Once the disruption dissipated, however, fourteen more posts 

continue to explore the possibility that Obama is a “false christ” (Job 2008f).  In order to control 

the possibility of these kinds of hostile attacks, the most consistently successful locations for 

ritual deliberation located in the sample set actively managed the debate by excluding those with 

divergent beliefs.   

[Slide 11: Rapture Alert]  One of the most well-known in the sample, RaptureAlert.com, is 

a Web site first built in 2003.  In 2008, the site-builder started an associated blog (Mickey 
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2008b).  On this blog, the balance between the blog-entries and carefully managed comments 

sections demonstrates how participatory media is used to elicit ritual deliberation. [Slide 12: 

Mickey]  A forty-four year old retired police officer in the Southeastern United States, Michael 

G. Mickey built RaptureAlert.com and is the primary writer of its associated blog (Mickey 

2008a).  Posting almost daily, Michael elicits far more comments from his audience than any 

other blog appearing in the sample set.  [Slide 13: Rapture Alert Blog] 

When an earthquake in struck Lebanon in 2008, Michael wrote, “Just another earthquake 

here in the last days or a harbinger of things to come?”  A classic invitation to ritual deliberation, 

the post posits a question about a typical End Times world news item:  an earthquake.  Further, it 

is a news item relating to the geographic area most important to the End Times narrative:  the 

Middle East.  Mickey’s audience responded immediately by expressing support in short 

affirmative statements like:  “WOW! I hadn't heard about this one yet” and “I think we're way 

past the point of no return!!!” (Mickey 2008c). 

With the ritual deliberation started, Michael responds to his audience:  “Broadening the 

spectrum a bit, do you realize we have had FOUR campus shootings in the United States in one 

short week?”  Then, ten different people in fourteen more posts consider nine different world 

events reported by various news organizations as other indicators that the beginning of the End 

Time wars is near at hand.  These events include, Russian president Vladimir Putin “making 

threats against western Europe” and Lake Mead (the popular resort area) “drying up.”  The 

deliberation climaxed as one commenter wrote in all capitols:  “I AM SO LOOKING 

FORWARD TO A FRONT ROW SEAT TO THE MAJOR BUTT KICKING SATAN IS 

GOING TO GET SOON!” (Mickey 2008d).  � 



 

 

9 

The comments section of the blog at Rapture Alert clearly provides a good location for 

engaging in ritual deliberation, and its suitability is no accident.  Before even creating the blog, 

Michael asked his audience about it by creating on online poll.  He recounts the story in a 

February 6, 2008 post titled, “To blog!”  In the poll, Mickey asked if the blog should be,  “open 

for anyone to post their thoughts.”  Because Michael did not want to make people register before 

commenting he decided to use participatory media software to carefully manage the discourse 

himself.  Describing the decision, he expressed concern that if outsiders are allowed to post to 

the new blog then his audience of believers will have, “to contend for the faith vigorously in 

some instances” against outsiders.  Instead, Michael decided it is best if: 

Anyone to be able to comment (even anonymously) and for those comments to be 

moderated by me prior to posting. That will result in some delays, periodically, in posted 

comments appearing on the blog but it seems the only safe way for the blog to go forward 

without a good portion of the site’s bloggers being uncomfortable.��  We’ll take things as 

they come and see how it goes.  (Mickey 2008e). 

[Slide 14: Co-producing the Virtual Ekklessia]  In this way, Michael created a discursive 

space where it is safe for individuals to engage in deliberation without the threat of divergent 

ideas or hostile outsiders. Individuals both read and participate actively in the aggregation of 

information and the ritual deliberation that aggregation makes possible.  Fulfilling ekklesia’s 

need to express itself online, Rapturealert.com is an important node in the vernacular web of 

communication that enacts this virtual ekklesia.  It is, however, just one such node.   

The technologizing of religious community has had profound effects [CLICK].  It seems 

that the Internet can function to diffuse institutional power and weakened institutional control 

[CLICK].  As it has done so, it has elevated individual action to new levels of power [CLICK].  
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A prominent researcher of technology and religion today, Paolo Apolito, has argued that this 

shift toward the individual has, “marginalized the charismatic, shifting the focus as it does from 

the ‘gift’ of direct relationship with heaven to the technical structure of the procedures of vision 

and contact with the beyond” (2005, 5).  While this may be the case in some ways, it must not be 

forgotten that these very technological structures are themselves animated by humans.  Through 

technological conduits, repeated individual actions erode channels in the fabric of society.  Over 

time, these channels mark the very real aggregate of human intention.  

[Slide 15:  Thanks!] 


