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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 individuds more and more responsbility for thar own interpretation of
the Christian message. With therise of secular governments, individud choice has come to bea
primary guidefor religiousexpresson. New communication and travel technologies have
allowed individuds to both express and consume a greater diversity of religiousidess.
Meanwhile, religiouscommitment in the United States seems to have grown more individudized
and fluid (Ammerman 1997 Campbdl 2005;Lindof 2002) With therise of vernacularizing
media, it seemsthat religiousexpression has become more vernacular (Yode 1978;Primiano
1995;Howard, 2005aand 20059. And in this situation the unique pespective and methodsof
folklore studies offers significant oppatunities for researchersto better doaument aworld of
bdief tha increasingly diverse, diffuse, noninditutiond, and, in the case at hand, online

Today | am goingto talk abouta network of website@ that emerged as alocation for the

expression of a specific set of conservative evangdical bdiefs. Not unified by any ingitutiond
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ties, a sense of community formed when individud expressionsadheed to a specific vernacular

ideology.

Slide #2: Thesis

Throughexamples collected onling this pgoer demondrates thefour obervable traits tha
mark the expression of thevernacular ideology of Christian fundamentalism. It isimportant to
congder theimplication of these nework expressionsbecause thar emergence online suggests
tha theability to limit diversity made possible by network technologiesis seen as a bendit by

paticipantsin this discourse.

Slide #3 Methods

At least since Herder imagined an ineffable Sprechgeist unifying das Volk, folklorists
have been in the busness of doaumenting the expressive behaviors of human communities. In
paticular, folklore studies has developaed methodsto locate and doaument continuities and
congstendes throughspace andtime. In asituaion where thereis lessening ingitutiond control
ove religiousexpression and an exploson of individud expression in vernacular media,
searching out and doaumenting shared expectations across a vast web of vernacular mediais
precisely the specialty of folklorists.

In the case at hand, | set aboutto doaument thevariousways individuds imagined the
(End TimesOon their amateur websites. Searching for sites tha deployed theterm, | located 120
linked sites. Then, at intervals, | downloaded theentire sites. Later, | interviewed as many
individuds as| could travel to see. Now, | am usng thefindingsof thisfirst set of studiesto
locate similar religiousexpression across the even more diffuse and complex participaory media

of evangdical Christian blogs Today, | will only have timeto talk abouttwo examples fromthe
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vernacular web study. But fromthose two examples, | will demondrate howalist of observable
features can easily be used to doaument continuities and congstendes across the vernacular web

of conservative Christian bdief.

Slide #4: Vernacular Religion

Based onthework of Don Y oda and Leonad Norman Primiano, vernacular religionis
GolkOreligion. Tha isto say, it isthelived religion of real people that exists alongside by apart
frominditutions Vernacular religionrefersto those bdiefs and practices tha emergefromthe
bottom upward. They are notimposed by any central agent from thetop down. In thisway,
vernacular religionis recognized as distinaN though it may coinddewith religiousingitutions
orit may not Even areligiousleader® persond prayer isvernacular in so far asit is marked by
emergent bdiefs and notbdiefs imposed by dodrine Recently sodologists of religion have
arguad tha modean religiousexpression isthe produd of growing individud power in religious
expression. From New Agereligiouspracticesto the current surgein evangdical Christian
activity, thegrowing ability of individuds to pick amongadiverse rangeof religiousidessis
termed Qroluntaristic.O

With more individud control, religiousinditutionsare losng thear ability to assert central
authority. Asaresult, thereisless standadization. Before the Protestant Reformation,
individuds exhibited awiderangeof regiond andlocal bdiefs. However, theideology of the
Catholic Church overarched tha diversity in Western Europe Sungby expertsin alanguaye
they did notundestand, thevast mgjority of individuds had no way to engage (much less pick
among)thedodrines of the Church. With Luther and his followers, an emphasis onindividud
religiousexperience and, in particular, access to and familiarity with vernacular trandationsof

the Bible began to break down that centralized ideology.



Howard, GReligion in an Age of Vernacular Media, 04

Asaresult, adiversity of bdiefs exploded across Europe With less central control, there
was less standadization. There was growing diversity, growing variants. Over the course of the
20" century, a set of pan-denomination evangdical movements slowly emerged to articulate a
new far more smple ideology then that of the Catholic. Unlike a centrally imposed and
organized set of ideas, anew emically unnamed ideologies have emerged. While they may not
benamed or have leaders, they do exhibit specific continuities and congstences that mark their
presence. In thissense, they are nat emic genres but, indead, andytic categories that can be

located in discourse based on specific recurring features.

Slide #5: Locating Vernacular Ideology in Discourse

In this sense, an ideologyis a set of interrelated ideas tha fundion as the symbolic
appaatusthroughwhich asoda groupundestandsitsworld. When indviduds engagein
expressive behavior, they deploy tha appaatus In the process, tha appaatusleaves specific
observable marks or traits. These traits can then be said to mark the appearance of a specific
ideology in expressive discourse. Asrecognizable features, these traits can berecognized in the

doaumented cases of specific communication events.

Slide #6: The Vernacular Ideology of Christian Fundamentalism

Based on a content andysis of interviews, those traits are; 1) an Qvrientation toward biblical
literalism,02) Qhe experience of beng rebom in faith,03) Gvangdicalism (or theobligaion to
convert others),Oand 4) Gain apoaalypticism in its specifically end time formO(1994,5). When
these four components are expressed in communication, tha communication can besaid to bean
expression of individuds who are engaged in thevernacular ideology of Christian

fundamentalism.
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Slide #7: Historical Christian Fundamentalism

This andytic category of avernacular ideology of Christian fundamentalism, is notthe
same as historical Christian fundamentalism. Historical Christian fundamentalism arose out of
specific ingitutiond leaders and specific historical doauments. A Baptist minister named
William B. Riley was primary amongthese. In 1918, Riley founde the QVorld® Christian
Fundanentals AssodationCto hep comba wha many conservative Christianssaw as arising
tide of secularism both in churches and in American sodety at large The organizationspaper
first coined theterm GundamentalistOto refer to those Qeady to do battle royd for the
FundanentalsO(in Marsden 1980,159. These individuds soughtto drive more liberal
undestandingsof Christianity and, in particular, the story of Genesis out of churches and even
public school. This campagn climaxed in the 1925 Scopes Monkey Trial.O

When John Scopes (190®1970) a small town schoolteacher, was charged with breaking
anew Tennessee state law agang teaching evolution, the popuar secular writer and joumdist H.
L. Mencken (188®1956 sensationdized thetrial and it became a naiond spectacle. Joumdists
took hold of theterm Gundamentalist,Oand it became assodated with a caricature of a
hopdesdy backward and rural brand of Christianity. Insde Protestant inditutions conservatives
receded and disappeared. However, theterm and itsideological oppostion to modernist values
persisted at a popubr level outside of any denominationd affiliations Many middle-class
Christian Protestants who consdered themselves GundanentalistOwere | eft feeling alienated

from maingream sodety.
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Slide #8: Vernacular Fundamentalism

Ther idesas, however, did notgo away. Ingead, they became submerged. They went
vernecular. Vernacular fundamentalism is nonrinditutiond, this differentiates it from historical

Chrigtian fundamentalism. However, thetwo are historically related.

Slide #9: Evangelism and the End Times

Sometimes called the QorogenitorOof fundamentalism, Dwight D. Moodywas a
Presbyterian minister and evangdist. Anincredibly successful public spesker in his day, he cut
across the significant theological boundaies of American Protestantism by keeping his readings
of theBible smple and literal. Then, in 1871,Moodyexperienced aintense spiritud rebirth. He
began to emphasize direct experience of thedivinein thetradition of emotiond revival meetings
Meanwhile, a British preacher named John Nelson Darby was popukrizing atheology that came
to be called ispensationdism.O This theology specifically anticipated a rapidly approaching
(End Times.OSome individuds interested in Darby@ idea organized the Niagara Bible
Conference seriesin 1878. Later, Moody®followers used the same organizer to set up the 1890
(Holy SpiritOConferences. These two sets of conferences broughttogether thethe emphasis on
emotiond conve'sion and theinterest in the approaching End Times. When the British
goveanment declared its suppot for the creation of anew state of Israel intheHoly Landin
1918, it precipitated a surge of hopefor an approaching apoclypse because theliteralist
interpretation of the End Times propheciesin the Bible imagined tha the creation of a state of
Israel and aresumption of the servicesin arebuilt temple in Jerusslem must precede Christ@

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 Ghetoric of convea'sionCemerged among Christians (Schultze 2003,139f). Dating back
to the early days of commercia radio, conservative Christian broadcasters saw ther evangdical
gods as necessitating awide audience. Asaresult, they encouraged and broadcast the emotiond
Qonvasionin ther radio and later TV ministries. Theemotiond and sometimes raucous
material made for goodmedia events and hd ped raise the significant fundsnecessary to purchase
airtime throughpersond dondions

Radio and TV are expensve mediato use. Ther contentis centrally produced and
disseminaed outward from afew producers to many consumers. On the othe hand, vernacular
mediaisvery cheap to use. Asaresult, many individuds can produe vernacular content for no
finanda gan. When thar contentis offered to others throughnework communication, it goes
@local .0 In this environment, content can be produced by local amateur agents but then offered
to individudsonaglobd scale. Early examples of such media are newsgroupsand email lists.
Now, amateur Worldwide Web sites have trandormed into the participatory media of socal
networking sites like MySpace and Facebook where it has become easier than ever before for
local individds place thar vernacular content onlinein theforms of blogs wikis, phaos videos
and so on.

Now, everyday individuds can make connestionshy exchanging links between ther
network locations So daing, they create webs of discourse tha are not based on a church
community, geography, ethnicity, or even shared denominaions Ingdead, shared ideas aone
drivethelinkage In thisemergent web of shard ideology, individud actors voluntaristicly create

thar churches throughongoing communication processes. They create avernacular ekklessia.
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Slide #11: Cheryl and Ernie Meet “The Watcher”

To doaument this vernacular web, | archived 120linked nework sites. Intha set, the
mog linked site had 42 linksfrom 12 different sites and theleast linked had only oneor two.

Thisisthefirst of thetwo sites| am going to showyou today,

Slide #12: Acts 17.11: Front Page

Acts 17.11 isan amateur Bible study page This site was notvery prominentin theweb. It only

had 11 links from 6 different sites. Thesecondsitesis The WatcheG.

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

This site had far more content aboutthe End Times and apoclyptic thinking that did Acts 17.11.
Its main god was to share wha thesite builders fee! is the Qruth about UFOs.O specifically, that
demonsare disguising themselves and manifesting as space aliens  Thisis actudly afairly
common idea on expressed on these sites. The Watcher@ site was very popukr. It had 29links
from 14 different sites.

Thesite was maintained by amarried couple. Dave was raised Catholic, but hasfallen
away when hemet hiswife Jane. Janewas practicing Wicca. Both of them experienced spiritud

rebirths

Slide #14: Watcher vs Acts 11.17

Cheryl and Ernie, themakers of Acts 11.17, had very different backgroundsthan Dave and Jane
They were both bom and raised Baptists. After they were married, they joined a series of Bible
Churches, Assemblies of God, and indgpendent GharismaticOchurches. Geographically

separated by some 1500miles, thetwo sites are very different in toneaswell. Cheryl and
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Ernie@ siteissimple, serious family friendly. Dave and Jane@ site, on theother hand, is busy,

playful, sometimes even darkly hunorous

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

However, Dave and Jane are very seriousabouttheir religiousbdiefs. They suggested to
me when | interviewed them tha they try to keep a sense of humor because they recognize that
some people might see them as alittle odd In additionto Homer here, ther communications
also exhibit thefour traits of vernacular Christian fundanentalism. First, you can see theovert
references to End Times discourse. Duringther interviews they exhibited the secondtrait when
they stated that stated they were bom agan. Third, they are clearly interested in evangdizing
because thar primary motive for puting up the site was to spread the Qruth about UFOs.O
Further, they even have awhole web page devoted to a (Binne'® PrayerON atraditiond

evangdica convesion strategy.

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

Exhibiting afourth trait, thetendency toward literaism, Dave stated tha heand Jane
were not GChristian fundanentalistsObecause to align themselves with such a movement would,
Centail that we would buy into some of the Christian tradition.O Ingead they called themselves

Qxriptural fundamentalistsOwho Gocuson jug the BibleO(Cheryl and Erniel April 1999)

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

Going back to Jane and Dave@ site, Jane chose to make a link fromtheir siteto Cheryl and
Ernie@. Shedid this based onthe 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 GEnd TimesOsite even thoughonly afew pages

focused on tha topic.

Slide #19: Acts 17.11: Bible Studies Page

Acts 17.11, isamore broadly conceived series of Bible Studies.O In our interview, Ernie
told me hedecided to putup the studies because Cheryl and hefeel more intimately connected
with the divinewhen they receive emailed feedback aboutthesite. AsErnieputit: QVefinda
life and fellowship on theinternet that is embarassing to admit! Who would have though?
Whowould have bdieved it? [. .. tha] the[Holy] Spirit is able to pierce throughbeyondmere
characters floaing on a screen.O(Cheryl and Ernie 21 July 1999.

Like Jane and Dave, Cheryl and Ernie@ communicationsexhibit all four of thedefinitive
traits of Chrigtian fundamentalism. First, they demondrate an overt interest in evangdism by
sharing thebible studies. Secondly, they both had typical spiritud rebirth experiences. They
both describe a moment of spiritud fervor when they experienced theintense sense of relief
typical of spiritud rebirth.

Exhibiting athird trait, thetendency toward literalism, they stated in person and onthear
site tha they have a commitment to Gonly scripture.O

However, it was afourth trait, theinterest in theEnd Times, that created themog links
and traffic to thar site. Themod traveled condut between ther site and thelarger web of
vernacular discourse was throughthis definitive trait of thevernacular ideology. Andyzingthe
access logsfor thesite, | foundtha most people coming to Cheryl and Ernie@ site were coming
to read thar End Times material. In fact, a significant chunkof ther traffic was coming through

Dave and Jane@ much better known site. This was occurring, ironically, even thoughErnie told
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me tha hewas not degply committed to End Times bdiefs. In fact, hesaid that focusng too
much on such discourse is Ghameful.O

Despite his ambivalence for apocyptic prophecy, avirtud community is emergent in
theaggregae of al thediscrete moments when individuds choos to follow linksto his End
Times material. He and Cheryl@ mos trafficked connestion was a result of ther paticipaionin

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

Slide #20: The Problem of Geography-Free Community

Based on the expression of thefour shared traits of vernacular Christian fundamentalism,
Jane Dave, Cheryl, and Ernie perform ther shared ideology. So doing, a sort of undenanding
virtud church emerged from thar discourse. Believing tha they were acting much like GFirst
century Christians ODave specifically told me that they used theinternet to enact ther
Qekklesia.O For Dave, Gany time people are togetherN two or more are gathered in His name:
thereyouare! Y oule the ekklesial O He continued:

And | think it absolutely viable for the @hurch,Oif you undestand what | mean by that:

the ekklesia; to meet ontheinternet. And| have seen it hgppen alot. Andthad pretty

much where we hold our church. (Janeand Dave 1999)

Unlike mog real world communities, this virtud ekklessiais comprised primarily of
weakly-linked individuds where lessis at stake in thar onlinerelationsipsthan would bein
typical face-to-facerelationships

Virtud communities are freed of geographic factors tha might cause them to face
obgacles tha need to be overcome throughnegotiation and coopeation. They donothaveto

shareresources. There are no new migrants with new ideas. Thereisno need to negotiate access
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to land, water, or food. And, withouta need to standardize the specifics of thar bdiefsinto
ingitutiond dodrines and documents, there isn®@even a need to negotiate leadership.

Theonly thing they mug do to maintain therr ekklessiaisto enact its shared discourse.
For those already familiar with thetopics of the discourse, thisis easily doneby searching for
key wordsonline and finding other people with the same interests. Outsiders seldom even take
notice. Inthisway, thevirtud ekklessia offers a particular bendit: theability to expressa
shared ideology withoutfear of facing sodal recalcitrance from non-bdievers.

But this benefit comes at asignificant price. If individuds are able to filter out all
oppostionto thar views, those views gounchdlenged. When the mechanisms for chdlenging
widdy hdd opinionsare diminished, so too are thesoda processes by which apluralistic
sodety keepsa magjority from silencang thevoices of the minarity. Asapowerful vernacular
force, the parspective of folklore studiesisin a paticularly goodpostionto doaument how this
ideology has emerged. Further, in aworld wheereligionisincareasingly voluntaristic, folklorists
are well equipped to doaument the everyday communicationsbehaviors that are refiguring

religionfor an age of vernacular media.



