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Slide #1:  Title 

Religion in an Age of Vernacular Media:  
Vernacular Christian Fundamentalism on the Worldwide Web 
 

At least since the emergence of mass produced vernacular Bibles, communication 

technologies have given individuals more and more responsibility for their own interpretation of 

the Christian message.  With the rise of secular governments, individual choice has come to be a 

primary guide for religious expression.  New communication and travel technologies have 

allowed individuals to both express and consume a greater diversity of religious ideas.  

Meanwhile, religious commitment in the United States seems to have grown more individualized 

and fluid (Ammerman 1997; Campbell 2005; Lindlof 2002).  With the rise of vernacularizing 

media, it seems that religious expression has become more vernacular (Yoder 1978; Primiano 

1995; Howard, 2005a and 2005c).  And in this situation the unique perspective and methods of 

folklore studies offers significant opportunities for researchers to better document a world of 

belief that increasingly diverse, diffuse, non-institutional, and, in the case at hand, online. 

Today I am going to talk about a network of websiteÕs that emerged as a location for the 

expression of a specific set of conservative evangelical beliefs.  Not unified by any institutional 
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ties, a sense of community formed when individual expressions adhered to a specific vernacular 

ideology.  

Slide #2: Thesis 

Through examples collected online, this paper demonstrates the four observable traits that 

mark the expression of the vernacular ideology of Christian fundamentalism.  It is important to 

consider the implication of these network expressions because their emergence online suggests 

that the ability to limit diversity made possible by network technologies is seen as a benefit by 

participants in this discourse. 

Slide #3 Methods 

At least since Herder imagined an ineffable Sprechgeist unifying das Volk, folklorists 

have been in the business of documenting the expressive behaviors of human communities.   In 

particular, folklore studies has developed methods to locate and document continuities and 

consistencies through space and time.  In a situation where there is lessening institutional control 

over religious expression and an explosion of individual expression in vernacular media, 

searching out and documenting shared expectations across a vast web of vernacular media is 

precisely the specialty of folklorists. 

In the case at hand, I set about to document the various ways individuals imagined the 

ÒEnd TimesÓ on their amateur websites.  Searching for sites that deployed the term, I located 120 

linked sites.  Then, at intervals, I downloaded the entire sites.  Later, I interviewed as many 

individuals as I could travel to see.  Now, I am using the findings of this first set of studies to 

locate similar religious expression across the even more diffuse and complex participatory media 

of evangelical Christian blogs.  Today, I will only have time to talk about two examples from the 
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vernacular web study.  But from those two examples, I will demonstrate how a list of observable 

features can easily be used to document continuities and consistencies across the vernacular web 

of conservative Christian belief.  

Slide #4:  Vernacular Religion 

 Based on the work of Don Yoder and Leonard Norman Primiano, vernacular religion is 

ÒfolkÓ religion.  That is to say, it is the lived religion of real people that exists along side by apart 

from institutions.  Vernacular religion refers to those beliefs and practices that emerge from the 

bottom upward.  They are not imposed by any central agent from the top down.  In this way, 

vernacular religion is recognized as distinctÑ though it may coincide with religious institutions 

or it may not.  Even a religious leaderÕs personal prayer is vernacular in so far as it is marked by 

emergent beliefs and not beliefs imposed by doctrine.  Recently sociologists of religion have 

argued that modern religious expression is the product of growing individual power in religious 

expression.  From New Age religious practices to the current surge in evangelical Christian 

activity, the growing ability of individuals to pick among a diverse range of religious ideas is 

termed Òvoluntaristic.Ó   

 With more individual control, religious institutions are losing their ability to assert central 

authority.  As a result, there is less standardization.  Before the Protestant Reformation, 

individuals exhibited a wide range of regional and local beliefs.  However, the ideology of the 

Catholic Church overarched that diversity in Western Europe.  Sung by experts in a language 

they did not understand, the vast majority of individuals had no way to engage (much less pick 

among) the doctrines of the Church.  With Luther and his followers, an emphasis on individual 

religious experience and, in particular, access to and familiarity with vernacular translations of 

the Bible began to break down that centralized ideology.   
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As a result, a diversity of beliefs exploded across Europe.  With less central control, there 

was less standardization.  There was growing diversity, growing variants.  Over the course of the 

20th century, a set of pan-denomination evangelical movements slowly emerged to articulate a 

new far more simple ideology then that of the Catholic.  Unlike a centrally imposed and 

organized set of ideas, a new emically unnamed ideologies have emerged.  While they may not 

be named or have leaders, they do exhibit specific continuities and consistencies that mark their 

presence.  In this sense, they are not emic genres but, instead, analytic categories that can be 

located in discourse based on specific recurring features. 

Slide #5: Locating Vernacular Ideology in Discourse 

 In this sense, an ideology is a set of interrelated ideas that function as the symbolic 

apparatus through which a social group understands its world.  When individuals engage in 

expressive behavior, they deploy that apparatus.  In the process, that apparatus leaves specific 

observable marks or traits.  These traits can then be said to mark the appearance of a specific 

ideology in expressive discourse.  As recognizable features, these traits can be recognized in the 

documented cases of specific communication events.   

Slide #6: The Vernacular Ideology of Christian Fundamentalism  

Based on a content analysis of interviews, those traits are:  1) an Òorientation toward biblical 

literalism,Ó 2) Òthe experience of being reborn in faith,Ó 3) Òevangelicalism (or the obligation to 

convert others),Ó and 4) Òan apocalypticism in its specifically end time formÓ (1994, 5).  When 

these four components are expressed in communication, that communication can be said to be an 

expression of individuals who are engaged in the vernacular ideology of Christian 

fundamentalism.   
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Slide #7: Historical Christian Fundamentalism 

This analytic category of a vernacular ideology of Christian fundamentalism, is not the 

same as historical Christian fundamentalism.  Historical Christian fundamentalism arose out of 

specific institutional leaders and specific historical documents.  A Baptist minister named 

William B. Riley was primary among these.  In 1918, Riley founded the ÒWorldÕs Christian 

Fundamentals AssociationÓ to help combat what many conservative Christians saw as a rising 

tide of secularism both in churches and in American society at large.  The organizations paper 

first coined the term ÒfundamentalistÓ to refer to those Òready to do battle royal for the 

FundamentalsÓ (in Marsden 1980, 159).  These individuals sought to drive more liberal 

understandings of Christianity and, in particular, the story of Genesis out of churches and even 

public school.  This campaign climaxed in the 1925 Scopes ÒMonkey Trial.Ó  

When John Scopes (1900Ð1970), a small town schoolteacher, was charged with breaking 

a new Tennessee state law against teaching evolution, the popular secular writer and journalist H. 

L. Mencken (1880Ð1956) sensationalized the trial and it became a national spectacle.  Journalists 

took hold of the term Òfundamentalist,Ó and it became associated with a caricature of a 

hopelessly backward and rural brand of Christianity.  Inside Protestant institutions, conservatives 

receded and disappeared. However, the term and its ideological opposition to modernist values 

persisted at a popular level outside of any denominational affiliations. Many middle-class 

Christian Protestants who considered themselves ÒfundamentalistÓ were left feeling alienated 

from mainstream society. 
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Slide #8: Vernacular Fundamentalism 

Their ideas, however, did not go away.  Instead, they became submerged.  They went 

vernacular.  Vernacular fundamentalism is non-institutional, this differentiates it from historical 

Christian fundamentalism.  However, the two are historically related.   

Slide #9: Evangelism and the End Times  

Sometimes called the ÒprogenitorÓ of fundamentalism, Dwight D. Moody was a 

Presbyterian minister and evangelist.  An incredibly successful public speaker in his day, he cut 

across the significant theological boundaries of American Protestantism by keeping his readings 

of the Bible simple and literal.  Then, in 1871, Moody experienced a intense spiritual rebirth.  He 

began to emphasize direct experience of the divine in the tradition of emotional revival meetings.  

Meanwhile, a British preacher named John Nelson Darby was popularizing a theology that came 

to be called ÒDispensationalism.Ó  This theology specifically anticipated a rapidly approaching 

ÒEnd Times.Ó Some individuals interested in DarbyÕs idea organized the Niagara Bible 

Conference series in 1878.  Later, MoodyÕs followers used the same organizer to set up the 1890 

ÒHoly SpiritÓ Conferences.  These two sets of conferences brought together the the emphasis on 

emotional conversion and the interest in the approaching End Times.  When the British 

government declared its support for the creation of a new state of Israel in the Holy Land in 

1918, it precipitated a surge of hope for an approaching apocalypse because the literalist 

interpretation of the End Times prophecies in the Bible imagined that the creation of a state of 

Israel and a resumption of the services in a rebuilt temple in Jerusalem must precede ChristÕs 

return.  
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Slide #10: Media and the Rhetoric of Conversion 

Charting this interest in mass media, communication historian Quentin Schultze has show 

how a Òrhetoric of conversionÓ emerged among Christians (Schultze 2003, 139ff).  Dating back 

to the early days of commercial radio, conservative Christian broadcasters saw their evangelical 

goals as necessitating a wide audience.  As a result, they encouraged and broadcast the emotional 

ÒconversionsÓ in their radio and later TV ministries.  The emotional and sometimes raucous 

material made for good media events and helped raise the significant funds necessary to purchase 

airtime through personal donations. 

 Radio and TV are expensive media to use.  Their content is centrally produced and 

disseminated outward from a few producers to many consumers.  On the other hand, vernacular 

media is very cheap to use.  As a result, many individuals can produce vernacular content for no 

financial gain.  When their content is offered to others through network communication, it goes 

Òglocal.Ó  In this environment, content can be produced by local amateur agents but then offered 

to individuals on a global scale.  Early examples of such media are newsgroups and email lists.  

Now, amateur Worldwide Web sites have transformed into the participatory media of social 

networking sites like MySpace and Facebook where it has become easier than ever before for 

local individals place their vernacular content online in the forms of blogs, wikis, photos, videos, 

and so on. 

 Now, everyday individuals can make connections by exchanging links between their 

network locations.  So doing, they create webs of discourse that are not based on a church 

community, geography, ethnicity, or even shared denominations.  Instead, shared ideas alone 

drive the linkage.  In this emergent web of shard ideology, individual actors voluntaristicly create 

their churches through ongoing communication processes.  They create a vernacular ekklessia.   
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Slide #11: Cheryl and Ernie Meet “The Watcher” 

To document this vernacular web, I archived 120 linked network sites.  In that set, the 

most linked site had 42 links from 12 different sites and the least linked had only one or two.  

This is the first of the two sites I am going to show you today,  

Slide #12: Acts 17.11:  Front Page 

Acts 17.11 is an amateur Bible study page.  This site was not very prominent in the web.  It only 

had 11 links from 6 different sites.  The second sites is The WatcherÕs. 

Slide #13: Watcher’s Web Site:  Front Page 

This site had far more content about the End Times and apocalyptic thinking that did Acts 17.11.  

Its main goal was to share what the site builders feel is the Òtruth about UFOs:Ó  specifically, that 

demons are disguising themselves and manifesting as space aliens.  This is actually a fairly 

common idea on expressed on these sites.  The WatcherÕs site was very popular.  It had 29 links 

from 14 different sites.   

 The site was maintained by a married couple.  Dave was raised Catholic, but has fallen 

away when he met his wife Jane.  Jane was practicing Wicca.  Both of them experienced spiritual 

rebirths.   

Slide #14: Watcher vs Acts 11.17 

Cheryl and Ernie, the makers of Acts 11.17, had very different backgrounds than Dave and Jane.  

They were both born and raised Baptists.  After they were married, they joined a series of Bible 

Churches, Assemblies of God, and independent ÒcharismaticÓ churches.  Geographically 

separated by some 1500 miles, the two sites are very different in tone as well.  Cheryl and 
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ErnieÕs site is simple, serious, family friendly.  Dave and JaneÕs site, on the other hand, is busy, 

playful, sometimes even darkly humorous.   

Slide #15: Watcher’s Web Site:  Newsletter Subscription 

 However, Dave and Jane are very serious about their religious beliefs.  They suggested to 

me when I interviewed them that they try to keep a sense of humor because they recognize that 

some people might see them as a little odd.  In addition to Homer here, their communications 

also exhibit the four traits of vernacular Christian fundamentalism.  First, you can see the overt 

references to End Times discourse.  During their interviews they exhibited the second trait when 

they stated that stated they were born again.  Third, they are clearly interested in evangelizing 

because their primary motive for putting up the site was to spread the Òtruth about UFOs.Ó  

Further, they even have a whole web page devoted to a ÒSinnerÕs PrayerÓÑ a traditional 

evangelical conversion strategy.   

Slide #16: Watcher’s Web Site:  Sinner’s Prayer 

Exhibiting a fourth trait, the tendency toward literalism, Dave stated that he and Jane 

were not ÒChristian fundamentalistsÓ because to align themselves with such a movement would, 

Òentail that we would buy into some of the Christian tradition.Ó  Instead they called themselves 

Òscriptural fundamentalistsÓ who Òfocus on just the BibleÓ (Cheryl and Ernie1 April 1999).  

Slide #17: Watcher’s Web Site:  Link to Acts 17.11 

Going back to Jane and DaveÕs site, Jane chose to make a link from their site to Cheryl and 

ErnieÕs.  She did this based on the definitive trait of the vernacular ideology of Christian 

fundamentalism. 
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Slide #18: Acts 17.11 End Times Page 

On their site, Jane characterizes Acts 17.11 as an ÒEnd TimesÓ site even though only a few pages 

focused on that topic. 

Slide #19: Acts 17.11:  Bible Studies Page 

Acts 17.11, is a more broadly conceived series of ÒBible Studies.Ó  In our interview, Ernie 

told me he decided to put up the studies because Cheryl and he feel more intimately connected 

with the divine when they receive emailed feedback about the site.  As Ernie put it:  ÒWe find a 

life and fellowship on the internet that is embarrassing to admit!  Who would have thought?  

Who would have believed it?  [. . . that] the [Holy] Spirit is able to pierce through beyond mere 

characters floating on a screen.Ó (Cheryl and Ernie 21 July 1999).   

 Like Jane and Dave, Cheryl and ErnieÕs communications exhibit all four of the definitive 

traits of Christian fundamentalism.  First, they demonstrate an overt interest in evangelism by 

sharing the bible studies.  Secondly, they both had typical spiritual rebirth experiences.  They 

both describe a moment of spiritual fervor when they experienced the intense sense of relief 

typical of spiritual rebirth. 

Exhibiting a third trait, the tendency toward literalism, they stated in person and on their 

site that they have a commitment to Òonly scripture.Ó  

However, it was a fourth trait, the interest in the End Times, that created the most links 

and traffic to their site.  The most traveled conduit between their site and the larger web of 

vernacular discourse was through this definitive trait of the vernacular ideology.  Analyzing the 

access logs for the site, I found that most people coming to Cheryl and ErnieÕs site were coming 

to read their End Times material.  In fact, a significant chunk of their traffic was coming through 

Dave and JaneÕs much better known site.  This was occurring, ironically, even though Ernie told 
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me that he was not deeply committed to End Times beliefs.  In fact, he said that focusing too 

much on such discourse is Òshameful.Ó 

Despite his ambivalence for apocalyptic prophecy, a virtual community is emergent in 

the aggregate of all the discrete moments when individuals choose to follow links to his End 

Times material.  He and CherylÕs most trafficked connection was a result of their participation in 

End Times discourse, and such discourse is definitive of vernacular fundamentalism. 

Slide #20: The Problem of Geography-Free Community 

Based on the expression of the four shared traits of vernacular Christian fundamentalism, 

Jane, Dave, Cheryl, and Ernie perform their shared ideology.  So doing, a sort of undemanding 

virtual church emerged from their discourse.  Believing that they were acting much like ÒFirst 

century Christians,Ó Dave specifically told me that they used the internet to enact their 

Òekklesia.Ó  For Dave, Òany time people are togetherÑ two or more are gathered in His name: 

there you are!  YouÕre the ekklesia!Ó  He continued:  

And I think itÕs absolutely viable for the Òchurch,Ó if you understand what I mean by that:  

the ekklesia; to meet on the internet.  And I have seen it happen a lot.  And thatÕs pretty 

much where we hold our church.  (Jane and Dave 1999) 

Unlike most real world communities, this virtual ekklessia is comprised primarily of 

weakly-linked individuals where less is at stake in their online relationships than would be in 

typical face-to-face relationships.  

Virtual communities are freed of geographic factors that might cause them to face 

obstacles that need to be overcome through negotiation and cooperation.  They do not have to 

share resources.  There are no new migrants with new ideas.  There is no need to negotiate access 
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to land, water, or food.  And, without a need to standardize the specifics of their beliefs into 

institutional doctrines and documents, there isnÕt even a need to negotiate leadership. 

 The only thing they must do to maintain their ekklessia is to enact its shared discourse.  

For those already familiar with the topics of the discourse, this is easily done by searching for 

key words online and finding other people with the same interests.  Outsiders seldom even take 

notice.  In this way, the virtual ekklessia offers a particular benefit:  the ability to express a 

shared ideology without fear of facing social recalcitrance from non-believers. 

 But this benefit comes at a significant price.  If individuals are able to filter out all 

opposition to their views, those views go unchallenged.  When the mechanisms for challenging 

widely held opinions are diminished, so too are the social processes by which a pluralistic 

society keeps a majority from silencing the voices of the minority.  As a powerful vernacular 

force, the perspective of folklore studies is in a particularly good position to document how this 

ideology has emerged.  Further, in a world where religion is increasingly voluntaristic, folklorists 

are well equipped to document the everyday communications behaviors that are refiguring 

religion for an age of vernacular media. 


