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Does Adolescents’ Constant Connectivity Inhibit Their Connection with God?

Almost twenty-four hundred years ago, Plato expressed great trepidation about the
manner in which a burgeoning technology might adversely affect the intellectual
capabilities of his contemporaries and future generations. In Phaedrus, Plato made his case
against writing by recounting a discussion between Socrates and Phaedrus in which
Socrates declares that the practice of writing will actually “atrophy people’s memory,” and
provide an “appearance of intelligence, not real intelligence.”! While some of the concerns
expressed regarding the spread of this revolutionary technology proved to be valid, the
distribution of innumerable written texts has been instrumental in the dissemination of
knowledge and life-changing technology across the globe over the last two millennia. His
apprehension represents what Umberto Eco identifies as “an eternal fear: the fear that a
new technological achievement could abolish or destroy something that we consider
precious, fruitful, something that represents for us a value in itself, and a deeply spiritual
one.”2 While a wide array of technological advancements have compelled people and
cultures from different times to wrestle with their own version of this “eternal fear,” those
of us currently residing in a contemporary context must confront our own fears regarding
the unintended consequences of new digital media.

In much the same way that Plato had to grapple with the revolutionary changes that
occurred in his day as people acquired the ability to write, the unprecedented proliferation

of new digital media over the past decade presents its own challenges, especially for those

1 Plato, Phaedrus, trans. by Robin Waterfield (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 2002), 69.

2Umberto Eco, “From Internet to Gutenberg,” lecture presented at Columbia University’s Italian
Academy for Advanced Studies in America, November 12, 1996, www.umbertoeco.com/en/from-internet-to-
gutenberg-1996.html.




of us engaged in ministry with adolescents and emerging adults. These technologies have
undeniably led to significant benefits in terms of our ability to communicate with each
other and our immediate access to unlimited amounts of information. However, this paper
will consider how the widespread adoption of new digital media is also shaping our habits
and minds in ways that potentially hinder people’s ability to participate in practices that
Christians have historically understood as deeply formative for one’s spiritual development

including solitude, silence, and meditation.

Definition and Data Regarding New Digital Media

Before addressing how the integration of new digital media in the lives of
adolescents and emerging adults might be affecting their ability to connect with God, it is
necessary to provide a brief definition as to how the term will be understood throughout
the remainder of this paper and gauge the prevalence and primary uses of these
technologies amongst this specific demographic. In defining the term, Margaret Weigel and
Celka Straughn offer a fitting definition that suggests new digital media is an “umbrella
term” that “encompasses digital hardware (a computer, a computer screen, a cellphone, a
wireless network, etc.), software applications that run on these devices (PhotoShop,
JavaScript, Facebook, FireFox, etc.) and the behaviors associated with digital engagement
(social networking, texting, writing, etc.).”3 Drawing on Weigel and Straughn’s broad
definition, new digital media represents not only the digital devices people use, but also the

various applications available on those devices and the actual activities people participate

3 Margaret Weigel and Celka Straughn with Howard Gardner and Carrie James, “Multiple Worlds:
Adolescents, New Digital Media, and Shifts in Habits of the Mind,” The Developing Minds and Digital Media
Project, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, September 2009, 1.



in while using them. The “synergistic union” that exists between the form, content, and
function of new digital media makes it impossible to isolate them from each other.*

In regards to the integration of new digital media into our lives, a number of surveys
completed by various organizations over the past ten years attest to their increasing
presence and influence, especially amongst adolescents and emerging adults. When the
Pew Internet & American Life Project surveyed people regarding their technological
preferences in 2002, the majority of people claimed that the most difficult device to give up
would be their landline phone (63%), followed by their televisions (47%), the Internet
(38%), and their mobile phones (38%). In contrast, a follow up study in 2007
demonstrated the increasing prominence of new digital media in people’s lives when the
majority of them claimed they would find it most difficult to surrender their mobile phones
(51%), followed by the Internet (45%), televisions (43%) and their landline phones (40%).
In this later query, 62% of the individuals between the ages of 18-29 felt it would be most
difficult to give up their cell phones.5 A more recent study published by the Kaiser Family
Foundation claims that the number of laptops, cell phones and iPods owned by 8- to 18-
year-olds “exploded” between 2005 and 2010. According to their data, the increased

ownership rates of iPods or similar mp3 players rose most dramatically going from only

4 Margaret Weigel and Katie Heikkinen, “Developing Minds with Digital Media: Habits of Mind in the
YouTube Era,” The Developing Minds with Digital Media Project, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA,
November 2007, 15.

5 John Horrigan, “Mobile Access to Data and Information,” Pew Internet and American Life Project,
March 2008, 1, 6. http://www.pewinternet.org/~/media//Files/Reports/2008 /PIP_Mobile.Data.Access.

pdf.pdf.




about 18% to 76%, simultaneously cell phone ownership rates climbed from 39% to 66%,°
and laptop ownership went from 12% to 29%.”

While adolescents and emerging adults own and utilize a variety of new digital
media devices,? their computers and cell phones play the most significant role in their
accessing various digital applications and fostering social communication amongst their
peers. Despite the growing number of people who are beginning to access the Internet via
their smartphones,® desktop and laptop computers continue to serve as the primary means
by which 93% of adolescents and emerging adults go online.1® According to a report
released by the Pew Internet & American Life Project in 2010, 63% of teen Internet users
go online everyday with 36% going on several times a day. As teens become older, the
report suggests they are more likely to go online multiple times a day as compared to their
younger counterparts.ll The authors of this report attribute the intense draw of the
Internet to its presence as a place that “is always on, always available, and always ready to

play a game, view a video or connect a user to a network of friends and communities.”12

6 At least one study published in 2010 claims that at least 75% of all teens between the ages of 12-17
and 83% of 17-year-olds owned cell phones. See Amanda Lenhart, Kristen Purcell, Aaron Smith, and Kathryn
Zickuhr’s, “Social Media & Mobile Internet Use Among Teens and Young Adults,” Pew Internet & American
Life Project, February 3, 2010, 9.

7 Victoria . Rideout, Ulla G. Foehr, and Donald F. Roberts, “Generation M2: Media in the Lives of 8- to
18-Year Olds,” A Kaiser Family Foundation Study, Menlo Park, CA, January 2010, 10.

8 For a more thorough discussion of the various devices that adolescents and emerging adults own,
see Lenhart et al,, “Social Media,” 8-14.

9 In a recent report, Amanda Lenhart claims that 49% of American teens had gone online using their
mobile phones in the 30 days prior to her interacting with them. See Amanda Lenhart, “Teens, Smartphones,
& Texting,” Pew Internet & American Life Project, March 19, 2012, 7.

10 Lenhart et al., “Social Media,” 4.

11 Ibid., 7.

12 Ibid., 1.



In addition, adolescents and emerging adults view their cell phones as an invaluable
tool for managing their communication with everyone in their life and successfully
facilitating their social connections. In many ways, adolescents cultivate a “relationship”
with their cell phone because it provides the opportunity for them to participate in
significant social interactions occurring amongst their peers without concern for when or
where those interactions take place. The fact that 80% of teens never shut off their cell
phones?3 and 84% of them have taken them to bed at some point in time attests to the
perceived need to constantly be connected with others through new digital media.1*

Adolescents and emerging adults use their cell phones for a variety of reasons
including taking pictures (83%), listening to music (60%), playing games (46%), and
exchanging instant messages (31%).15 However, texting has become by far the most
frequent and important function for which adolescents use their cell phones. In fact,
texting is the “dominant” means by which adolescents manage their social interactions.

In two studies completed by the Pew Internet & American Life Project addressing the
texting habits of adolescents, the investigators found that 72% of all teens send and receive
text messages and 63% of them claimed to use text messaging every day to communicate
with other people.1® In this survey, they discovered that the median number of texts sent
by adolescents increased from 50 to 60 texts per day from 2009 to 2011. The median

number of texts sent daily by teens between the ages of 14-17 actually increased from 60 to

13 Weigel and Heikkinen, “Developing Minds,” 9.

14 Amanda Lenhart, Rich Ling, Scott Campbell, and Kristen Purcell, “Teens and Mobile Phones,” Pew
Internet and American Life Project, April 20,2010, 73.

15 Ibid., 5.

16 Lenhart, “Teens, Smartphones & Texting,” 2, and Lenhart et al,, “Teens and Mobile Phones,” 2.



100 over the same period of time.1” So in much the same way their computers or laptops
provide constant accessibility to information and social networking, their phones
incessantly connect them with their peers any place, any time.

As one can ascertain from these statistics, new digital media in the lives of
adolescents and emerging adults is almost ubiquitous. The pervasiveness of this
technology in their lives is further illustrated by their self-description of feeling “lost” or
“naked” without their cell phones.’® While individuals outside of their teens or twenties
might be more attentive to the rapidity and potential ramifications of the technological
changes occurring, most adolescents and emerging adults have little sense of it because the
world of constant connection to people and information is the one in which they came of
age. As aresult, it is imperative that those of us who are “digital immigrants” enter into a
dialogue with “digital natives”1? in order to reflect on how the integration of new digital
media is shaping its users in both positive and negative ways.

The Shaping Power of New Digital Media in the Lives of
Adolescents and Emerging Adults

Archaeologists and historians can point to the many ways in which humans have
always sought to fashion the resources available to them into tools that might make life
more manageable and enjoyable. Any number of technological advances could be cited as
evidence of this impulse throughout history including alphabets, wheels, paper, boats,

printing presses, clocks, currencies, airplanes, and air conditioning, just to name a few. The

17 Lenhart, “Teens, Smartphoes & Texting,” 2.
18 Lenhart, “Teens and Mobile Phones, 72.

19 The terms “digital immigrants” and “digital natives” was first used by Marc Prensky. See Marc
Prensky, “Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants,” NCB University Press, v. 9, n. 5, October 2001.) 1-2.



invention and integration of any new technology into our lives raises concerns regarding
the extent to which humans are shaping it or vice versa. The various perspectives
regarding this relationship exist on a spectrum between the determinist and the
instrumentalist positions. While technological determinists maintain that technology is the
primary factor shaping humanity and the impetus behind any cultural change, any number
of examples could be cited from history to substantiate the fact that technology does not
have the capacity to impose a particular way of life on a people or a culture.2? On the other
hand, instrumentalists suggest that technology is neutral and its value and effect is wholly
dependent on who is using it and for what purposes. Marshall McLuhan, the ground
breaking media ecologist, characterized claims affirming the neutrality of technology as
“the numb stance of the technological idiot.”?1 An accurate assessment regarding the
interrelatedness of humans and their technology lies somewhere in between the
determinist and instrumentalist positions because each profoundly shapes the other.
While acknowledging the mutuality inherent in the relationship between humans and
technology, the fact that technology has the power to transform those who use it should
compel people ministering in any era to seek to understand its influences in their particular
context. In an effort to comprehend the manner in which new digital media is currently

shaping adolescents and emerging adults, one must consider the values and assumptions

20 For example, most Amish communities choose not to integrate many modern technologies and
conveniences into their lifestyle despite their ready availability. Technological change might limit the choices
that we have in certain situations, but it does not necessarily mandate that we have to live in particular ways.
For more discussion of this issue, see John Dyer, From the Garden to the City: The Redeeming and Corrupting
Power of Technology (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 2011), 106.

21 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, critical edition, ed. W. Terrence
Gordon (Corte Madera, CA: Gingko Press, 2003), 31.



embedded in the technology, the practices the technology cultivates, and how it may be

transform its users.

Values and assumptions embedded in new digital media

Someone who creates a new technology is typically inspired by a desire to address a
practical problem in the world in which their invention might enhance the activity or
experience of people. They rarely have a thorough grasp of the transformative impact their
innovation will have on how people act or understand themselves in light of their
integration of the technology into their lives. Despite this lack of awareness, any
technological creation prompts its users to value certain ideas, activities, or outcomes over
others, as well as conveys to them certain assumptions about the way the world should be.
Neil Postman attests to the presence of these values and assumptions by stating,
“Embedded in every technology there is a powerful idea, sometimes two or three powerful
ideas. Like language itself, a technology predisposes us to favor and value certain
perspectives and accomplishments and subordinate others. Every technology has a
philosophy, which is given expression in how the technology makes people use their
minds.”22 While these values or assumptions may not always be readily apparent to the
innovator or early adopters, they become more obvious as social conventions develop
around the manner in which people utilize a particular technology. As people increasingly
use it over an extended period of time, the values and assumptions inherent in it become
more engrained in our understanding of our world and ourselves until they eventually

become unquestioned parts of our lives. Like any technology, a number of important

22 Neil Postman, The End of Education: Redefining the Value of School. (New York: Vintage Books,
1996), 192.



values and assumptions accompany new digital media’s integration into our lives including
efficiency, immediacy, and constant connectivity.

New digital media is not the first technology to value efficiency but it might be the
most effective. The Industrial Revolution during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
initially generated a yearning for efficiency in contemporary culture. A number of
inventions during this period made people’s jobs easier and them more productive.
However, the introduction of Frederick W. Taylor’s system of scientific management
outlining the precise activities of every employee served as the real impetus for the
beginning of a radical pursuit of efficiency in the first decade of the twentieth century that
continues to the present. Postman asserts that Taylor’s system assumes that “the primary,
if not the only, goal of human labor and thought is efficiency.”?3 Despite Taylor’s original
intent to employ his system primarily in factories to increase productivity, various people
applied his methodology to every aspect of human life.24 Individuals driven by this desire
to develop a more efficient means of accessing information and communicating with others
eventually developed many of the elements of new digital media. As a result, “efficiency
became the prime standard of success; in other words, doing more with less - be that less

time, less money, fewer people, or less of some other resource.”25

23 Neil Postman, Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology (New York: Vintage Books, 1993),
51.

24 For example, George Ritzer discusses how Ray Kroc applied Taylor’s system of scientific
management to the fast food industry in order to revolutionize it. In this discussion, Ritzer identifies
efficiency as on the key aspects of “McDonaldization.” See George Ritzer’s The McDonaldization of Society: An
Investigation into the Changing Character of Contemporary Social Life (Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press,
1996), 35-58.

25 Brenda L. Berkelaar, “No Punctuation: Searching for an Architecture of Time in the Culture of
Efficiency,” The Culture of Efficiency: Technology in Everyday Life, ed. Sharon Kleinman (New York: Peter Lang
Publishing, 2009), 89.



Another value clearly embedded in the various elements of new digital media is
immediacy. People no longer just expect that their communication and access to
information is efficient, but that it is immediate. With the proliferation of smartphones,
tablets, and numerous applications with which one can customize their device, information
and communication is automatically pushed to people in any location or at any time of day.
Oftentimes people receive emails, personal updates, or notifications of breaking news
stories within seconds or minutes of them actually occurring. Companies like Google,
Facebook, Twitter, and a host of others utilize the portability of these relatively powerful
devices as a means of ensuring that “we are forever inundated by information of immediate
interest to us.”2¢ One’s continued access to information in almost real time through new
digital media causes people to “vastly overvalue what happens to us right now,”27 while
also devaluing any communication or information that does not meet our standards for
immediacy. As a result, people develop a voracious appetite for the novel that tends to
limit substantive reflection regarding the information we actually do encounter because

the priority is immediacy, not validity or accuracy.?8

26 Nicholas Carr, The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to Our Brains, (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 2010), 170.

27 Christopher F. Chabris, “You Have Too Much Mail,” The Wall Street Journal, December 15, 2008,
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB122930180757905529.html.

28 ] can personally attest to this lack of critical engagement by many people that [ am associated with
on Facebook. There have been numerous times leading up to the coming election that friends in both parties
have rushed to post pictures or news stories regarding one of the candidates without really considering if the
information was accurate or not. Another recent example involves the Iranian Fars news agency posting a
farcical story created by The Onion claiming that a survey revealed that the majority of rural Americans would
rather have a beer with Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad than President Obama. These examples
demonstrate the priority placed on immediacy and novelty over against accuracy and validity.

10



Constant connectivity represents a final value to be addressed in this paper that is
intimately linked to both the desire for efficiency and immediacy. Since new digital media
links the value of information to how quickly it is received and processed, those individuals
who want to be perceived as being on the forefront of peer communication and breaking
news must always be tethered to their devices. If adolescents and emerging adults are not
constantly connected, they run the risk of becoming technological pariahs on a number of
levels. As stated above, the majority of social interactions among people in this
demographic takes place through their cell phones or computers. Thus, a certain social
pressure exists to respond in a timely fashion to communication or information that one’s
peer group might find significant. In addition, if someone is not constantly monitoring their
online presence, the possibility exists that someone could irreparably sully one’s
reputation online and offline before they have any opportunity to defend themselves from
the online onslaught. S. Craig Watkins summarizes the perceived magnitude of choosing to
sever one’s technological connection by stating, “Asking young people to disconnect even
momentarily from the vast swirl of content and comrades they engage throughout the day
generates anxiety, discomfort, and cultural alienation. Today, when you ask students to
turn off their computers, mobile phones, and iPods, you are asking them to turn off their
lives.”29

People could associate any number of values with the proliferation of new digital
media in contemporary culture. However, efficiency, immediacy, and constant connectivity

are three of the most pertinent ones in any conversation regarding how this technology

29 Watkins, S. Craig, The Young & the Digital: What the Migration to Social-Network Sites, Games, and
Anytime, Anywhere Media Means for Our Future (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2009), 170.
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may be shaping adolescents and emerging adults’ spiritual development. With new digital
media consciously or unconsciously cultivating each of these values in the lives of people,
they will undoubtedly influence their regular practices as they increasingly integrate the

technology into their lives.

Adapting our practice to new digital media

The values inherent in new digital media invite people to participate regularly in
particular practices that eventually become habitual. From the various statistics provided
above, adolescents and emerging adults use new digital media to participate in a number of
regular activities including texting, social networking, and scouring the Internet for
information or entertainment resources. While any of these might be valid options to
explore further, this demographic rarely engages in only one of these activities at a time.
The amount of communication and information most adolescents and emerging adults
need to process as a result of new digital media prompts them to spend most of their time
media multitasking, which implies that they regularly engage multiple devices and
programs at the same time.

Historically, many people’s initial experience media multitasking came as a result of
the widespread distribution of the television remote control in the later part of the
twentieth century. Once the remote control allowed people to change the television
channel without getting off their couch, they became accustomed to flipping back and forth
between channels and regularly splitting their attention between as many possible

programs as possible so as not to miss anything.3? This constant changing of channels

30 For a further discussion of the television remote control as our earliest form of media multitasking,
see S. Craig Watkins, The Young and the Digital, 160.

12



might have unsettled some “digital immigrants,” but for contemporary “digital natives” this
type of media multitasking seems rudimentary and archaic because they regularly access
multiple devices, windows, applications, and offline activities simultaneously. Many
contemporary adolescents and emerging adults perceive “multitasking is as natural as the
air that they breathe.”31

While most adolescents juggle multiple electronic devices at one time, Victoria
Rideout and her colleagues determined that the computer is the “epicenter of media
multitasking” for adolescents and emerging adults.32 As mentioned above, they rarely turn
on their computers with the intent of only accessing one screen, program, or activity at a
time. They typically divide their attention between various programs, windows, and
activities, such as completing a homework assignment, managing their online social
identities and networks, participating in some type of interactive online game, listening to
music, and communicating with their friends via instant messaging or some other voice
over internet protocol application. Weigel and Heikkinen found that media multitasking
moves beyond just a habit for adolescents to representing an increasingly “strong
preference” as 64% of those surveyed claimed to simultaneously engage in multiple
activities while on their computers.33

The sheer velocity of technological change and the increasing amount of information

available to us as a result of new digital media becoming more prevalent in our lives will

31 Ibid., 164.
32 Rideout, “Generation M2,” 24.
33 Since this report is already five years old, it would probably be safe to assume that this percentage

has actually increased as a result of a continued proliferation of new digital media in the lives of people at an
increasingly younger age over this period of time. See Weigel and Heikkinen, “Developing Minds,” 43, 45.
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only solidify people’s commitment to multitasking. Some experts regard this habit as a
“crucial” skill that everyone should willingly “embrace” if they desire to navigate the future
effectively.3* Despite the perceived instinctiveness with which many adolescents and
emerging adults multitask and the proclamations of proponents attesting to its necessity
and benefits, a number of recent cognitive research studies indicate that the human brain
has limited, if any, capacity to actually multitask.3>

When people attempt to participate in two tasks at the same time, they typically
experience what researchers call “dual-task interference” that results from a “bottleneck”
occurring in the brain, which limits our capacity to simultaneously process various types of
information.3¢ Researchers suggest that people are actually task switching as opposed to
actively participating in two tasks at once. Task switching occurs when an individual’s
attention rapidly switches back and forth between two or more tasks based on the priority
assigned any specific one at a particular moment in time. As a person rapidly shifts their

focus between various activities, the efficiency in which they complete any task and the

34 See for example, the claims made by Henry Jenkins, Provost’s Professor of Communication,
Journalism and Cinematic Arts at the University of Southern California, in the PBS video Digital Nation: Life on
the Virtual Frontier. In the segment entitled “The Skill of the Future,” Jenkins claims that “Multitasking is a
skill all of us need to embrace if we are going to manage the flow of information in our lives.” Henry Jenkins,

“The Skill of the Future,” PBS.org, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/digitalnation/living-
faster/split-focus/the-skill-of-the-future.html? (accessed August 30, 2012).

35 For example, see Eyal Ophir, Clifford Nass, and Anthony D. Wagner, “Cognitive control in media
multitaskers,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (2009): 1-5, www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/
10.1073/pnas.0903620106; Paul E. Dux, Jason Ivanoff, Christopher L. Asplund, and René Marois, “Isolation of
a Central Bottleneck of Information Processing with Time-Resolve fMRI,” Neuron 52, n. 6 (December 2006):
1109-1120, http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/ articles/PMC2527865/; René Marois and Jason Ivanoff,
“Capacity limits of information processing in the brain,” Trends in Cognitive Sciences 9, n. 6 (June 2005): 296-

305, http://reference.kfupm.edu.sa/content/r/e/review_trends_in_cognitive _sciences_vol__79861.pdf; or

Maggie Jackson, Distracted: The Erosion of Attention and the Coming Dark Age (New York: Prometheus, 2008).

36 Marois et al. “Isolation of a Central Bottleneck.”
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quality of one’s performance are adversely affected, especially in terms of similar
modalities.3”

Despite the recent findings in cognitive research, the values and assumptions
inherent in new digital media discussed above continue to persuade many adolescents and
emerging adults that they must become more proficient “multitaskers” in order to
effectively manage the information with which they are inundated. By repeatedly opting to
split their attention between various screens, stimuli, and activities, they form habits that
will not only shape their regular practices and interactions but will also profoundly shape
their minds. As a result of the plasticity of the brain, one’s practices and tools reinforce
certain neural circuitry and activities, while leaving others to deteriorate or cease to
function altogether. Therefore, new digital media not only changes a person’s practices,

but they fundamentally change the person.

Transformative power of new digital media

In his well-known critique of technology in contemporary culture, Neil Postman
suggests that technological change is ecological, not additive or subtractive. He asserts that
he is using the word “ecological” in much the same way that an environmental scientist
would. Postman intends to communicate that when a technology is either integrated into
or eliminated from any particular environment, it does not result in the same environment
with the technology just added or subtracted. It fundamentally changes the environment.
In sticking with his ecological theme, Postman illustrates his point by stating that if one

were to remove caterpillars from a particular environment, the environment is not the

37 Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other
(New York: Basic Books, 2011), 163, 242; Watkins, The Young & The Digital, 166; and Weigel and Heikkinen,
“Developing Minds,” 44-45.
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same environment just without caterpillars. It becomes something wholly different over
time because of the elimination of the caterpillars and their influence on the setting.
Likewise, he suggests that Europe fifty years after the invention of the printing press was
not the same Europe just with the printing press, but it was an utterly different continent.38
Based on Postman’s contention regarding the ecological character of technology, one would
be wise to recognize that the introduction and integration of new digital media into our
contemporary context inevitably changes the people who use it.

Nourished by the values inherent in new digital media, the voracious appetite to
multitask generates not only changes in our lifestyles, but ultimately affects our
neurological circuitry and functioning. Researchers no longer consider the human brain as
an organ that once it reaches a certain level of maturity remains static throughout the
balance of one’s life. Rather, they assert that it adapts continuously to various biological
and environmental changes encountered over one’s lifetime.3° Gary Small, a Professor of
Psychiatry at the University of California Los Angeles, contends that the “explosion” of new
digital media epitomizes just the type of environmental change that prompts discernible
neurological changes. He claims, “Daily exposure to high technology - computers,
smartphones, video games, search engines like Google and Yahoo - stimulates brain cell
alteration and neurotransmitter release, gradually strengthening new neural pathways in
our brains while weakening old ones.”*® According to various researchers, the neurological

pathways strengthened primarily involve one’s capacity to access, identify, and process

38 Postman, Technopoly, 18.
39 Weigel and Heikkinen, “Developing Minds,” 10; and Carr, The Shallows, 26.

40 Gary Small and Gigi Vorgan, iBrain: Surviving the Technological Alteration of the Modern Mind (New
York: Collins Living, 2008), 1.
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information as rapidly as possible. In contrast, new digital media also seems to be
diminishing a person’s ability to focus their attention for an extended period of time, which
adversely affects one’s effectiveness in actually remembering, contemplating, and
understanding the volumes of information they encounter.4!

While more research needs to be done on the precise neurological changes
occurring as a result of the widespread integration of new digital media, it would be
misguided to think that constant connectivity and multitasking are not fundamentally
changing the human brain. David Meyer, a leading expert on multitasking who is a faculty
member in the Cognition and Perception Program at the University of Michigan, believes
that we are experiencing a “crisis of attention” that is only going to continue to get worse.
In fact, he compares our current lack of understanding regarding the long-term
neurological effects of our technology on our brains to the lack of understanding people
had regarding the effects of smoking on the lungs. He claims, “People aren’t aware of
what’s happening to their mental processes in the same way that people years ago couldn’t
look into their lungs and see the residual deposits.”42

Researchers may not be certain of all the specific neurological changes occurring in
the human brain as of yet, but they clearly correlate the continuous and rapid task
switching occurring when people engage new digital media with an increasing inability to
focus one’s attention for an extended period of time on anything specific. Nicholas Carr

contends that the Internet as a tool might be the one of the most powerful mind-altering

41 Watkins, The Young & The Digital, 167; Small and Vorgan, iBrain, 21; and Carr, The Shallows, 142.

42 David Meyer, interview by Sam Anderson, “In Defense of Distraction: Twitter, Adderall, lifehacking,
mindful jogging, power browsing, Obama’s Blackberry, and the benefits of overstimulation,” New York
Magazine (May 17, 2009), http://nymag.com/news/features/ 56793 /.
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technologies ever developed that intentionally and perpetually “scatters” people’s attention.
He bases his assertion not only on how people actually utilize the technology, but also on
the business plans of prominent corporations like Google and Yahoo, whose profits depend
on their users rapidly and repeatedly shifting their attention from one website to another.
He claims that companies like these are quite literally in the “business of distraction.”43

In addition, Linda Stone has coined the phrase “Continuous Partial Attention” or CPA
to describe this continuous state of distraction that occurs when people habitually split
their attention between multiple devices, applications, and websites as they interact with
new digital media.** She defines CPA as paying “partial attention - CONTINOUSLY.” It
results from people’s desire “to connect and be connected. We want to effectively scan for
opportunity and optimize for the best opportunities, activities, and contacts, in any given
moment. To be busy, to be connected, is to be alive, to be recognized, and to matter.”
Therefore, we “pay continuous partial attention in an effort NOT TO MISS ANYTHING.”4>
Whereas Stone differentiates between multitasking and CPA based on her perception of the
primary motivation behind each of them, it is quite plausible that the perpetual state of

continuous partial attention that she describes is the result of people’s incessant

43 Carr, The Shallows, 112-113, 156-157.

44+ Edward Hallowell has actually developed a different term referring to the same phenomenon. He
refers to it as Attention Deficit Trait. He argues that unlike AD/HD, ADT occurs as a result of environmental
and physical factors existing in the contemporary world. Its symptoms include distractibility, inner frenzy,
and impatience. See Edward Hallowell, “Overloaded Circuits: Why Smart People Underperform,” Harvard
Business Review (January 2005), http://hbr.org/2005/01/overloaded-circuits-why-smart-people-
underperform/ar/1.

45 Linda Stone, “Continuous Partial Attention,” Linda Stone (blog), http://lindastone.net/qa/
continuous-partial-attention/. All capital letters represent Stones attempt to emphasize certain points.
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multitasking.#¢ Adolescents and emerging adults live in a state of continuous partial
attention in which they find it difficult to ever be fully present in any particular moment,
relational encounter, or situation because if they allow themselves to be, they might miss
out on a better opportunity that might imminently arise from their constant connection to
new digital media. Consequently, “we willingly accept the loss of concentration and focus,
the division of our attention and fragmentation of our thoughts, in return for the wealth of

compelling or at least diverting information we receive.”4’

Relevance for Adolescents and Emerging Adults’ Spiritual Formation

Oftentimes, American Christian leaders and organizations exhibit a propensity
towards the rapid adoption of novel strategies and technologies they perceive will assist
them in ministering to people more “effectively.” Whether driven by the repeated
allegations regarding the perceived antiquatedness of ministry programs, the allure of the
promises of pragmatism, or many other possible motivations, many leaders have not
invested the time or energy into reflecting theologically on the proliferation of new digital
media in our lives or the potentially transformative effects that may accompany its

inclusion.#® In contrast, a number of prominent researchers are currently articulating their

46 According to Stone, efficiency and productivity are the primary reasons why people multitask. In
contrast, she asserts that people pay constant partial attention to everything around them primarily because
they are always looking to optimize opportunity and maintain social contacts. While I would agree that one
reason adolescents and emerging adults multitask is to be efficient, I would argue that the motivations Stone
gives regarding constant partial attention also contribute to their efforts to multitask, especially in terms of
their interaction with new digital media. Therefore, I contend that Continuous Partial Attention is actually
more closely linked as an outcome to people’s habitually multitasking than Stone suggests.

47 Carr, The Shallows, 134.
48 Any number of examples could be cited to illustrate the willingness of people to integrate
technology into their ministries and organization without necessarily considering how our theological

commitments should inform their use or seriously contemplating the potential ramifications of its integration.
A prime example is seen in John Voelz’s confession that as he was contemplating how he might make his
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“eternal fear” regarding how people’s pervasive use of new digital media is affecting their
values, practices, and their essential nature and make up. As these tools we have created
inevitably shape adolescents and emerging adults,*® they will also undoubtedly have
implications for the manner in which people experience God in a contemporary context.
While one could explore any number of perceived positive or negative implications for
spiritual development arising from the proliferation of new digital media, the focus of this
paper inherently draws the discussion towards the role of solitude, silence, and reflection
in developing a healthy Christian life.
Solitude

People from various faiths throughout history have recognized the significance of
periods of intentional solitude for disentangling themselves from the clamor of their
everyday lives. These times of isolation provide people an opportunity to reflect deeply on
their own spiritual location and create space where one is often more receptive to God’s
transformative work. Jesus’ own efforts to spend time in isolation at significant points in
his ministry along with a rich history of innumerable other saints who regularly practiced
this discipline attest to the invaluable nature of solitude for the Christian faith.

In an “always on” world in which adolescents and emerging adults embrace
constant connectivity as a perceived necessity for navigating their lives effectively, many
view the idea of spending any significant time isolated from their connection to others not

only as foreign, but as threatening on a couple of levels. As stated above, they experience a

church service more creative and “not suck,” he had an “epiphany” regarding the integration of Twitter into
his regular services as the solution. See Bonnie Rochman, “Twittering in Church, with the Pastor’s 0.K.” Time,
May 3, 2009, http://www.time.com /time/magazine/article/0,9171,1900265,00.html.

49 John M. Culkin in summarizing the work of his mentor and colleague Marshall McLuhan claimed
that “We shape our tools and thereafter they shape us.” See John M. Culkin, “A Schoolman’s Guide to Marshall
McLuhan,” Saturday Review, March 18, 1967, 70.
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certain level of apprehension because of the possible social stigmatization they may
experience if they fail to be “present” during certain exchanges that their peer groups deem
significant. While disconnecting from one’s social networks may prompt anxiety, the
thought of actually having to be by oneself for any extended period of time terrifies many
people. They have grown so accustomed to their perpetual connection with others through
new digital media that they equate being alone with being lonely, which is often considered
the bane of adolescent existence in a continually connected world. As a result, they typically
make every possible effort to avoid being physically or technologically alone so that they
rarely, if ever, experience the benefits of practicing solitude for one’s spiritual development.
Without the ability or desire to summon oneself to be alone by oneself, people will limit
their knowledge of themselves that they could potentially gain through focused self-
reflection as well as their connection with the divine that may be cultivated through
extended times alone in God’s presence.
Silence

Closely linked to solitude is the practice of silence. While solitude endeavors to limit
the effects of everyday distractions in one’s life, the discipline of silence trains people to
quiet themselves and listen more attentively to the voice of God as well as those of others
in their lives. In order to more effectively listen to those voices, people must learn to resist
the inclination to invariably express themselves in every situation or conversation they
find themselves. Many adolescents and emerging adults have difficulty managing their
compulsion to respond to the daily barrage of communications that besiege them through
texting, social networking, and instant messaging. While they often appreciate the

asynchronous nature of communication mediated through new digital media, they also
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realize a certain social pressure exists to provide a reasonably rapid response to any
messages they receive. As new digital media serves an increasingly more significant role in
their communication, the discipline of silence should not only take into account one’s
audible verbalizations, but also the various sentiments regularly expressed on various
technological platforms. This makes practicing silence an even more problematic discipline
for people to integrate into their lives because, “Online, social networks instruct us to share
whenever there’s 'something on our mind,' no matter how ignorant or ill considered, and
then help us broadcast it to the widest possible audience. Every day each of us is
bombarded by other people’s random thoughts.">°

If young people do not learn to be silent amongst the incessant clamoring of a
constantly connected world, the potential exists for them to undermine their own spiritual
development in at least a couple of significant ways. They will become increasingly
inattentive to the “still small voice” of God in their lives. While God clearly engages people
in ways that do not necessitate their silence, it is likely that people regularly miss the voice
of God amidst their everyday activities because they have not trained themselves to be
attentive to it. In addition, one’s inability to be silent will also adversely affect one’s
awareness to the voices of other people in one’s life. The comments of others could call one
to a deeper faith or express a desperate cry for help. However, people often have difficulty
discerning the weight of someone’s remarks because they have become accustom to
thinking about how to respond to them as opposed to actually listening to them. The

practice of silence “enables us to be better observers and more effective, others-centered

50 Turkle, Alone Together, 276.
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listeners.”>! If people do not develop their ability to listen to others through practicing
silence, their spiritual formation will inevitably be stunted because they will often be
unaware of God’s attempts to speak to them through other people or squander the
opportunity to grow through God use of them in someone else’s life.
Meditation

The state of continuous partial attention in which many adolescents and emerging
adults reside makes any type of meditation or focused theological reflection difficult, if not
impossible. In many of the same ways that the current obsession with new digital media is
inhibiting people’s desire or ability to seek solitude and silence, it is also an impediment to
meditation and serious theological reflection. While some Christians view meditation with
suspicion because of their failure to distinguish between the intents of Eastern mysticism
and Christian mediation, saints throughout the ages have not only practiced mediation but
have lauded its contribution to their own spiritual development. One can trace the roots of
Christian meditation back to the earliest days of the church when Paul exhorted the
Philippians to think on things that are true, right, honorable, pure, lovely, and of good
repute. While Paul would have been unaware of the neurological reality that our minds are
continuously active, he recognized the importance of focusing one’s thoughts on ideas,
values, and activities that characterize the kingdom of God.

The more one calibrates their minds and reflection to priorities of the kingdom, the
more likely they will call into question prominent values that shape one’s own faith and

culture. In a Western context, rampant individualism, materialism, consumerism, racism,

51 Kenneth Boa, Conformed to His Image: Biblical and Practical Approaches to Spiritual Formation
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001), 88.
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nationalism, and various other “isms” directly influence adolescents and emerging adults’
faith and understanding of the world. As a result, they need to engage these issues in a
manner that demonstrates a profound theological sense as well as an astute understanding
of them. This type of prophetic response requires a depth that only occurs through
sustained meditation and theological reflection. While new digital media induces people to
pay continuous partial attention to everything, it is imperative for Christians to understand
that “Learning how to think really means learning how to exercise some control over how
and what you think. It means being conscious and aware enough to choose what you pay
attention to and to choose how you construct meaning from experience.”>2 If people do
not make a conscious choice to focus their attention, Google, Yahoo, Facebook and other
new digital media will gladly distract their attention from anything of significance by
inundating them with a plethora of information.

While many Christian leaders continue to wonder about how they might integrate
new digital media into their lives and ministries in order to minister more efficiently and
effectively to adolescents and emerging adults, a number of researchers from various
academic disciplines are considering how this technology is profoundly shaping those who
use it. Many of them express what Umberto Eco referred to as an “eternal fear” because
new digital media is not only affecting our values and practices, but the neurological
structure of our brains in such a way that enhances our capacity to perform certain
functions, while simultaneously diminishing or potentially negating our capacity to
perform others. As I have shown, a number of the activities and functions being adversely

affected have significant implications for our practice of particular spiritual disciplines that

52 David Foster Wallace, This is Water: Some Thoughts, Delivered on a Significant Occasion, about
Living a Compassionate Life (New York: Little, Brown, 2009), 54.
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Christians throughout history have valued in their spiritual journeys. While I am not
advocating the total eradication of new digital media from our lives, I do believe we all
need to be more discerning as to how we use it and how it might be shaping those to whom
we minister because “The chief danger of new media...is that our souls will die for want of

silence, solitude, and reflection.”>3

53 Matthew Lee Anderson, “Three Cautions among the Cheers: The Dangers of Uncritically Embracing
New Media,” in The New Media Frontier: Blogging, Vlogging, and Podcasting for Christ (Wheaton, IL: Crossway
Books, 2008), 61.
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