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. Abstract - - -

Although it seems paradoxical, religion in all its forms and functions is
transferring and blending with the digital world. This new relationship is
altering how we do religion and also how religion impacts and influences
the society and culture. Digital religion is an intermingling of our modern
mediated society with contemporary religious beliefs and practices.
Digital religion is not just about having “religion” on digital media, rather
it is a blending of all of the societal and cultural components we associate
with religion with all of the elements we associate with a digital society.
Two current theories have developed that seem to be gaining traction in the
field studying religion and digital culture. Campbell has developed a the-
ory called “networked religion,” and Hoover and Echchaibi are developing
the concept of “third spaces of digital religion.” By examining several case
studies, this chapter will show that each theory has its own merits.
Networked religion may be more helpful in examining official religious
activity, while third spaces may be more helpful in studying everyday or

lived religion.

In a surprise move to many scholars of religion,
and even members of their own group, The
Family International (formerly known as The
Children of God), a highly controversial new
religious movement, performed what they termed
& “Reboot.” By 2010 they had transformed the
Sucture of their religious organization into a
Virtual religion built upon multiple online net-
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worked community platforms. Chapter houses
and communal homes around the world were
closed and dissolved, and online connection and
activity was increased. This radical transforma-
tion was tied to a complete overhaul of the
group’s membership requirements and forced
members to restructure their religious identity
based upon a new form of community and
belonging. As Davis (2015, p. 28) discovered,
after the transformation of TFI into “a virtual
community lacking clearly-defined or strongly-
enforced boundaries for membership commit-
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ment, ritual, or collective purpose,” many
members believed that as a “virtual community”
it was no longer a religious movement. Other
members felt that the transformation had lowered
the tensions they experienced between them-
selves and the society, and that the Reboot had
allowed them to “exercise self-determination and
explore new avenues of personal development
and spiritual growth” (Davis 2015, p. 31). This
current example highlights the transformations
that can, and are, occurring as the digital world
blends and merges with religious activities and
identities. This was a radical alteration to a reli-
gious group and it remains to be seen how this
will affect the movement. Initially, there was a
significant decline in membership. Whether or
not this was an anomalous event, it challenges
scholars to think about religion differently, espe-
cially if their focus has been on forms of “brick
and mortar” religious organizations and the
activities that go on inside those buildings.

This chapter will explore the concept of digi-
tal religion and contextualize the impact and
implications of the wired world on the religious
sphere. As Hoover and Echchaibi (2012) have
noted, there appear to be three areas where the
digital and the religious are overlapping. First,
there are new and novel forms of religious activi-
ties and practices emerging within digital cul-
tures. Second, traditional religions and traditional
religious authorities are clearly establishing
strong online presences that are helping to main-
tain their traditions and their belief systems.
However, there is also a third space, a “large,
fluid, and evolving category beyond these, where
a wide range of old traditions, new traditions,
non-traditions, hybridic traditions, and aggres-
sively *anti’ traditions, are finding a place in digi-
tal space” (Hoover and Echchaibi 2012, 3).
Through several case studies linked to these three
activities, I will chart the development of online
religion and the scholarship that is exploring the
emerging relationship between these two seem-
ingly polar opposite things; namely cutting edge
computer technologies and religious practice and
beliefs that are as ancient as humankind itself.

Digital Religion as Lived Religion

The first heuristic classifications used to examin
the levels of religious participation occurrin,
through this new form of media were develope
in 2000 (Helland 2000, 2002, 2005). This classi
fication recognized a distinction betwee;
religion-online and online religion. In the case o
religion-online, the Internet was utilized to facili
tate traditional forms of religious communicatio:
to present religion based upon a vertical concep
tion of control, status, and authority. Here infor
mation was presented about religion in a manne
that harnessed the Internet to communicate in
one-to-many fashion. Material concerning doc
trine, dogmas, polity, and organization was pre
sented but there was no avenue developed for th
participants to contribute their beliefs and inpu
In many ways this could be seen as a form o
mass media and a one-sided communication o
religious information from a single source to
very large audience.

The second classification, online religion
recognized a form of participation that closel
mirrored the ideal interactive environment o
the Internet itself and allowed for many-to
many communication and interaction. “Wel
2.0” is a term used to describe this social an
interactive dimension of the Internet. Argued t
be a second phase in the development of th
World Wide Web, it allowed for greater interac
tion and collaboration. It also allowed “em
users” to contribute, create, and interact wit!
online material in a variety of creative ways
This included online ritual, prayer, worship, an
even meditation. In these cases, through interac
tive virtual environments, links, chat rooms, an
bulletin boards, the setting allowed for the con
tribution of personal beliefs and offered per
sonal feedback. This was a much more dynami
form of online interaction that allowed for dia
logue, the exchanging of information, and recip
rocal engagement. This was the new paradox o
digital religion, a network filled with openness
religious enthusiasm, communitas, and fellow
ship alongside forms of traditional religiou
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chical structure and controlled and limited
iunication.
the early years of the Internet, it appeared
religious institutions were reluctant to
op open and interactive areas on the web.
; where people could interact, share, or
about their religious beliefs, or even par-
te in online ceremonies were most often
ded by non-official and popular religious
»s or by commercial ventures such as
fnet. Religious organizations and institu-
were, and are, very conscious of the way
websites function. Nothing appears on the
net out of chance or by accident; in fact, a
ficant amount of time, money, and thought
equired to develop an institutional religious
ite. The manner in which religious groups
ture their websites directly influences the
of communication and interaction that can
r online. As Castells (1996) argues, the
net is ideally designed for many-to-many
munication, which represents a form of net-
ced interaction that is significantly different
| the form of one-to-many communication
| by centralized hierarchies. The groups that
: allowing for online religion were in many
s representative of a networked form of reli-
s interaction and participation, which is sig-
-antly different from groups that are using the
lium to support their hierarchical, “top down”
rious worldview. The earliest frameworks for
lying digital religion focused upon how peo-
“did” religion online, with many of the case
lies exploring neo-pagan rituals (e.g., Brasher
|; Grieve 1995; Helland 2000; O'Leary 1996,
nji 2001; Zaleski 1997).
n the early years of Internet use, there was a
cialness about online religion. It challenged
litional academic theories that linked the sec-
fization process with developments in moder-
' and technology. At the same time, it afforded
olars a new environment that could be
erved, providing insight into the manner in
ich religious beliefs and practices adapt to
inges in society. However, within a relatively
rt period of time, the virtual world has gone
m feeling like a wide-open frontier (o a
wded city. Cyberspace has become a heavily
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_populated and well-traveled megalopolis, filled

with every official church imaginable, live stream
religious sermons, and even never-ending free
GodCasts. Being online is now a normal part of
most people’s everyday activities, to the point
that not checking your email, Facebook, and vari-
ous other online social networks on a daily basis
is often the exception.

As Heidi Campbell recognizes, there is an
integrating force that bridges and extends online
religious spaces and practices with offline reli-
gious activity, and vice versa. She suggests that
the term digital religion “describes the techno-
logical and cultural space that is evoked when we
talk about how online and religious spheres have
blended” (Campbell 2013, p. 3—4). As Lundby
(2012, p. 102) notes in his study of contemporary
digital religion and media, the “offline and the
online make one reality, one environment. This
reality is highly mediated.”

For the person practicing religion within our
digital culture, it then becomes a question of
“how has digital religion become part of my lived
religious experience?” Digital religion is playing
a significant role in what Woodhead (2012) has
called a post-traditional religious identity and
certainly with McGuire’s (2008) notion of lived
religion. As Hogan and Wellman (2011, p. 55)
recognize, the “shift to a ubiquitous, personal-
ized, wireless world fosters personal social net-
works that supply sociability, support, and
information, and a sense of belonging.” For the
sociologist studying digital religion, a number of
questions arise related to issues of religious
authority, belief, identity, community, and the
overarching power of religious influence and
control. All of these issues are being address by
scholars now with significant depth and insight.

Digital Relgion: Defining a Field

In an examination of the impact of media on the
development of Christianity, Horsfield (2015)
recognizes that digital media has several charac-
teristics that make it different than forms of
media in the past. This includes the massive
amount of information and data storage: hyper-
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text and interlinking abilities; powerful new digi-
tal data transmission; despatialized personal
access to this information; and the decreased size
and increased power and mobility of devices that
have allowed this technology of information and
communication to become insinuated “into
almost every aspect and activity of daily life”
(Horsfield 2015, p. 262). Digital media is also
part of a new form of global capitalism, and as
religion blends with this system, it can become
commodified, commercialized, and consumer
driven.

As Grieve (2013) argues, digital religion can
be identified by three unique features. Digital
religion is composed of a variety of things includ-
ing “digital audio, digital video, and computer
games, as well as online media such as websites,
email, social sites, and multi-player games”
(Grieve 2013, p. 108). Due to the way it is cre-
ated, presented, consumed, and exchanged
online, the most unique characteristics of digital
religion are its interactivity, hypertextuality, and
its method of dispersal. However, Grieve argues,
digital religion is not just about having “religion”
on digital media. The second component is linked
to a technological ideology that “reflects the
ways in which technology is linked to econom-
ics, politics, and culture. ... Digital religion is tied
to a similar technological ideology of new media,
in that it is seen as more than a new way of com-
municating, but as new vision for society: its
practices are often posed as revolutionary, and
tied to the triumph of human creativity and free-
dom over dogma and blind tradition” (Grieve
2013, p. 109). The third aspect of digital religion,
according to Grieve, is that due to the way it is
woven within the digital world, it provides a
mechanism for dealing with “liquid modernity.”

The characteristics of digital technology in many

ways imprint and inform the character of digital

religion. Yet digital religion cannot be character-

ized as simply traditional religion packaged in a

new media form. Instead, digital religion is unique

because it addresses the anxieties produced in a

liquid modern world by using new media’s techno-

logical aspects to weave together religious meta-

narratives and the ideology surrounding the digital.
(Grieve 2013, p. 110)

In the constantly changing, intensely mediated,
and rushed environment many people live in,
digital religion allows for flexible forms of prac-
tice that may provide temporary creative solu-
tions for religious needs and problems.

With these frameworks in mind, it becomes
clear that digital religion is a blend of our modern
mediated society with contemporary religious
beliefs and practices. Yet, how we define religion
significantly affects how we view this relation-
ship. In a study looking at several contemporary
theories examining media and religion, Lundby
{(2013) found that the definitions of religion used
by different scholars influenced their views con-
cerning the impact of media on religious beliefs
and practices, and vice versa. So much so that
Lundby (2013, p. 226) argues “the forms of
mediation should actually be regarded as an inte-
gral part of the definition of religion. Religions
are to a large extent shaped by their dominant
means of communication.” In a summary of con-
temporary scholarship on this topic, Lundby
finds five different approaches to examining the
relationship between media and religion. Each
one has a different view concerning the role of
digital media and how it is influencing the form
and function of religious beliefs and practices.

At one end of his analysis is the concept of the
mediatization of religion, proposed by Hjarvard
(2008). Within this framework, religion is exam-
ined from a substantive perspective and media is
seen as a powerful force that has its own identity
within the culture, yet also becomes integrated
and ingrained within other cultural institutions.
In the media saturated society, media itself
becomes “the primary source of religious ideas,
in terms of the bits and pieces of religious text,
symbols, and imaginaries that journalists and
producers put together when they construct their
media stories” (Lundby 2013, p. 229). Media is
such a powerful force that religion has to adaptto
its functional logic in order to communicate with
and engage the society. This influences the con-
tent of religion as it is produced and consumed.

Other theories of digital religion rely on what
Lundby calls mediation of meaning, based upon
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“medium theory” that recognizes the reciprocal
relationship that occurs between media and reli-
gion as they work together and are received by an
audience. In this framework, media becomes part
of the practice but does not subsume or replace
religion; rather, they mutually influence each
other (e.g., see Hoover 2006). This form of anal-
ysis examines the functional role of religion, with
particular emphasis on its cultural impact.

Lynch (2012) has argued that digital religion
is a way of mediating the sacred in a very public
and prolific way. Lundby recognizes this frame-
work as the mediation of sacred forms. All sacred
forms are mediated and communicated within a
historical context to their believers and it is only
through media that sacred forms have material
expression. Through digital media people can
now interact, communicate about, construct, and
maintain the various “multiple sacred forms” that
exist within societies and cultures.

The final framework examined by Lundby is
the social shaping of technology. Campbell
(2012) has promoted this perspective in her sig-
nificant research on digital religion and argues
that religious traditions do not sit by and pas-
sively allow all forms of new media to impact
upon them. Rather, religious traditions constantly
shape how new forms of media are used to engage
with their religious beliefs and practices. They
are actively involved in the “religious social-
shaping of technology” and constantly negotiat-
ing and adapting new forms of media to meet
their needs.

Mediation of religion is now so commonplace
that most people simply take it as a given that
religion has blended with the digital. One only
has to look as far as the apps on your phone to see
that religion is being transformed and adapted at
an incredible pace (Wagner 2013). For example,
Neil Ahlsten (a former Google employee) co-
founded Carpenters Code, which built Abide, a
Smartphone app for guided prayer (abide.is). The
app gives you daily “powerful prayers,” allows to
you choose topics that you would like prayer help
with, and provides music to enhance the online
experience. The Abide platform also included in-
depth teachings about prayer and meditation,
step-by-step audio exercises, the ability to con-

nect with a personal prayer mentor, and the
opportunity for scriptural discussions. The goal
of the company was to bring prayer and the power
of Christian faith into the digital environment.
This online activity allows the smartphone to
become a spiritual tool for the practitioner, and
portal for engaging prayer in a deep and mean-
ingful way. Ahlsten (2015) adamantly believes
that the digital can help people encounter the
divine. Ahlsten and his development team claim
that people using the prayer app on their phone
were “five times more likely to be satisfied” with
their prayer activities than people who did not
use the app. After less than a month on the “app
market” the product had already been down-
loaded hundreds of thousands of times and
received thousands of positive reviews. This app
clearly demonstrates Grieve's point concerning
liquid modernity and online technology facilitat-
ing spiritual and religious practices in our busy,
wired lives. It also supports his argument that we
cannot begin to understand something like online
prayer activities if we try to view it simply as
“traditional religion packaged in a new media
form” (Grieve 2013, p. 110).

Digital Religion as Network
and Space

From these frameworks, two current theories
have developed that seem to be gaining traction
in the field studying religion and digital culture.
Heidi Campbell has developed a theory called
“networked religion” and Stewart Hoover and
Nabil Echchaibi are developing the concept of
“third spaces of digital religion.” Each theory has
its own merits, networked religion may be more
helpful in examining official religious activity,
while third spaces may be more helpful in study-
ing everyday or lived religion.

Networked Religion
Networked religion explores the way digital reli-

gion functions within a network of interactions.
Based upon the concept of a “networked society,”
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Campbell found that the massive shifts in how
we function as a society and culture related to
developments in Internet technology have signifi-
cantly influenced religion. A computer-networked
society functions in a certain way, and if we
participate within that society, the shifts in how we
interact and communicate will spill over into all of
our activities. For the religious aspect, this means
that “religion, especially that which is found online,
is informed by the technological structures and
characteristics of the Internet such as flattening of
traditional hierarchies, encouraging instantaneous
communication and response, and widening access
to sacred or once-private information” (Campbell
2012, p. 68). In effect, online religious practices are
tied to the developments of online culture and its
influence on the social sphere. However, as
Campbell argues, based upon her view of the social
shaping of technology, online culture does not cre-
ate itself, rather it reflects values and systems from
the offline world. Online religious practices are not
separate and distinct from offline activities, rather
they are constantly reflecting and engaging the
practices and activities of people’s religious activi-
ties and identities. As such, online religion embod-
ies the significant changes that have occurred in
modern societies as religion has changed with sec-
ularization, shifts in religious power and authority,
freedom of religious beliefs and practices, and a
variety of other transitions.

Networked religion recognizes five central
characteristics or traits: networked community,
storied identity, shifting authority, convergent
practice, and multisite reality. Each of these
components is reflective of a digital culture but
focused upon the religious aspect, removing the
dichotomy between online and offline religion
and instead recognizing the blending of the two.
Networked community is one of the key compo-
nents of a digital culture. Rather than being based
upon physical locations, such as neighborhoods,
networked communities are structured upon
social networks of varying levels of commitment
and affiliation. Networked communities are not
Jjust online communities, rather they are represen-
tative of “webs of connection between different
social contexts to create a personalized network
of relations” (Campbell 2012, p. 69).

Storied identity draws from Anthony Giddens
and Erving Goffman to examine the religious
identity that can be constructed and performed
online. Within the digital world, individuals have a
variety of resources and social platforms to select,
assemble, and present, as their sense of self, As
Campbell (2012, p. 69) notes, “it is clear from
research that religious identity is not simply
absorbed through internet engagement, or is it
purely imported from the offline context. Identity
is both constructed and performed, as Internet
users draw on multiple resources available online.”

Shifting authority recognizes the transitions
that have and are occurring as traditional reli-
gious authorities deal with new religious author-
ity figures that appear online. This shifting
authority is seen as a threat to traditional struc-
tures of power and also as a tool of empowerment
for others. Online authority has real world influ-
ence and can also allow for the transgression of
official religious frameworks. However, as recent
research has shown (e.g., Hope Cheong 2013),
the reverse can also be true. Traditional religious
authority that adapts to new forms of networked
religion can re-establish ties with followers and
become far more connected with them than they
may have been in the past.

Convergent practices recognizes the potential
of the Internet to shape and shift ritual practices
as they are adapted for new media, while also rec-
ognizing the fluid nature of the beliefs and prac-
tices many people have. This is fostering a
“self-directed form of spiritual engagement
online... allowing practitioners to select from a
vast array of resources and experiences in order
to assemble and personalize their religious
behavior and belief” (Campbell 2012, p. 76).

Finally, multi-site reality highlights the fact
that religious practices, attitudes, and beliefs
appear'within a variety of contexts, both online
and off, allowing for a complex integration
between the two. This recognizes the intersection
between digital media and peoples’ ways of
being religious. As Campbell (2012, p. 82)
observes, the “movement between media worlds
and the public sphere means it can be difficult to
separate or distinguish which sources most influ-
ence an individual’s spirituality, as people draw
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simultaneously from online and offline contexts
for their religious identities”

Third Spaces of Digital Religion

The idea of third spaces of digital religion was
developed by Hoover and Echchaibi as a way of
recognizing the emerging space that is created
through “the religious digital” as people engage
religion within the wired world. The theory
accounts for and explores the forms of the reli-
gious (or spiritual) that are developing in the in-
between-ness of the digital spaces accorded by
this new form of media. This digital space has
been socially created by the users and the tech-
nology, and within it, “individuals use the techni-
cal capacities of the digital to imagine social and
cultural configurations beyond existing binaries
of the physical versus the virtual and the real ver-
sus the proximal religious experience” (Hoover
and Echchaibi 2014, p. 14). This theory is not try-
ing to downplay or discount the other forms of
religious activity that are occurring within our
society and culture; rather, it is developing a lens
for recognizing a new form of the religious being
generated “‘by diverse practitioners and audiences
who flexibly engage in actions within this new
space that they inhabit, which is one that they
create in their aspirations and their self-
understanding and their subjectivity” (Hoover
2013, p. 267).

The goal of this perspective is to move beyond
traditional frameworks of religious analysis that
evaluate digital activities by “reifying determin-
istic binaries of old media-old religion versus
new media-new religion” (Echchaibi 2014). The
third space perspective interprets and analyzes
lived religious experiences beyond dichotomous
definitions of both religion and media. It privi-
leges an understanding of “religious and spiritual
practices in the digital as part of everyday life and
the outcome of potentially contested sites. The
Spatial metaphor of a third space also allows us to
visualize the mobility of everyday religion and
explore the dynamic ways in which contempo-
rary subjects imagine, produce and navigate new
religious and spiritual places” (Echchaibi 2014).

Third space analysis requires a form of eth-
nography and in-depth examination of online
religious praxis as they are negotiated, created,
engaged, and maintained by the people thinking
about and doing their religion in this space. Case
studies show that this space is “between private
and public, between institution and individual,
between authority and individual autonomy,
between large media framings and individual
‘pro-sumption,” between local and translocal,
etc.” (Echchaibi 2014). Third spaces also stand
outside of traditional forms of authority and uni-
tary sources of knowledge as they are contested,
negotiated spaces that allow for creative and non-
conventional ways of being religious.

This theory sets out to explore the lived reli-
gious practices of actors as they negotiate their
way of being religious within the digital realm.
Third spaces are not large public spaces, but
rather smaller groups with focused and purpose-
ful interactions. A third space of religion may
appear in a bulletin board, a chat room, an online
church, a virtual reality game, or even the conver-
sation thread on a YouTube video clip. Case stud-
ies being developed for this research are
examining online spaces that “reflect on the cre-
ative outcomes of this condition of in-betweenness
and the emergence of other places of religious
and spiritual meaning, particularly as intervening
sites of social practice, or even peripheral spaces
of power negotiation and social action”
(Echchaibi et al. 2013).

The Third Space of the Wondercafe

In the very early years of public Internet access,
several Christian denominations experimented
with creating their own computer networks for
online communication and private discussions
where they could meet, exchange ideas and fel-
lowship, and develop their theologies (in this sec-
tion, I draw on Helland 2012). One of the first
successful experiments of this nature was devel-
oped under the guidance of Dr. David Lochhead.
On October 31 (All Hollows Eve), 1984, the
United Church of Canada started the United
Church Computer Users Group (known as
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UCHUG). They originally set up the system for
two reasons. The first was to overcome the vast
geography of the country—from coast to coast
there is a lot of distance between churches within
Canada. They needed a “place” where they could
easily meet without having to travel thousands of
miles. The second reason was to allow for the
communication of their “textual information” to
church leaders and members. Although there
were early structural issues (including limited
modem connections) the online network system
was successful and it quickly became evident that
there was a new space emerging online that had
its own dimension of religious engagement. The
official religious governing body of the United
Church of Canada experienced the amazing
potential of using the medium to communicate in
a one-to-many fashion. It was a great way for
communicating clerical issues and connecting
from “office to office.” It was also an extremely
effective tool for “closed” discussions among
church leaders:

Pastors from the Atlantic to the Pacific can discuss,

on a weekly basis, the common texts that will be

used as scripture readings on the following Sunday.

We are also using UCHUG for a denomination-

wide discussion of one of the most divisive issues

currently facing the United Church: the ordination
of homosexuals. (Lochhead 1986)

At the same time, the online members—which at
this time were predominantly community church
leaders—were using the system to communicate
and discuss issues, as well as sharing their
thoughts, feelings, and prayer. In sum, they were
developing an online environment that they rec-
ognized as a form of electronic community. This
varying use of the system worried some of the
participants as they saw that there was the poten-
tial for this communications medium to subtly
shift the traditional organizational structure of
the United Church of Canada—potentially erod-
ing any form of centralized authority as local
groups could now communicate with each other
and meet online without having to go through
any central office. This was a new space where
the community functioned in a way that was not
conceivable before the advent of the digital.

However, this new form of online interaction, this
third space of digital religion, was not embraced
by everyone within the church as it quickly
became a contested space that was in-between
traditional structure and a new way of communi-
cating and experiencing “Christian fellowship”
online.
One of our concerns is the reluctance of national
staff officers to involve themselves in the online
community; for many of them, the growth of com-
puter networks in the church holds the threat of the
marginalization of hierarchy. By allowing the
development of close personal relationships among
people in widely separated locations, computer
conferencing is enabling the growth of a commu-
nity of people who do not rely on the traditional
patterns of church communication. (Lochhead
1986, emphasis added)

“Traditional patterns of church communication”
represents a one-to-many, hierarchical method of
communicating doctrine, dogma, and beliefs,
The United Church of Canada was one of the first
religious organizations to fully embrace the
Internet and recognize that it could play very dif-
ferent roles within religious organizations and
the society at large. For them it was a great tool
for developing community and for engaging reli-
gion on a popular or grass-roots level. It was a
place for their everyday lived religion, not the
religion with a capital “R” that went on within
the traditional church buildings. On UCHUG for
example, there was an online conference called
“Dharma and Gospel” that allowed for discus-
sions between Buddhists and Christians. It was
definitely something new and special for many
members of the community and early engage-
ment with this form of digital religion set the
United Church of Canada on a path that would
put them at the forefront for creating new envi-
ronments for engaging faith online.

Based upon the overwhelming positive feed-
back UCHUG received from the people involved
in the project, the United Church of Canada
switched to a larger computer system that was
hosted in the United States. This system allowed
for greater online interaction and what they
believed very strongly to be an “online ecumeni-
cal community.” The more advanced networked




10 . Digital Religion

185

I

system was called UNISON and it brought
together the United Church of Canada with the
United Methodists and United Church of Christ.

This online experimentation continued to
develop and by 1986 “Joint Strategy Sessions”
and “Action Committees” were formed by several
Christian denominations in an attempt to discuss
how the new Internet system could be used for
church mission activities. Eventually, a number
of these groups joined together 1o form the
ECUNET system, creating “the largest ecumeni-
cal computer network in the world” (Bradley
1997). This was a “closed” or secure networking
system developed so that these Christian denomi-
nations could communicate among their mem-
bership and also with each other. They had private
Bulletin Boards, secure chat rooms, email list
serves, and also communal areas where they
could meet online and discuss different issues or
just share their faith. This was another third space
for digital religion, though it was not as open and
experimental as the UCHUG network had been.

Digital religion is shaped by two equally pow-
erful forces. One of these forces is the end user.
The other is the web producer. There is a unique
bond between these two groups. Much like the
relationship between religion and digital media,
they are not separate individual spheres, but
rather powerful forces that meld and blend
together to produce the third spaces of digital
religion. In a development that was very much in
line with the early UCHUG third space, the
United Church of Canada created a huge online
platform (www.wondercafe.ca) as part of a cam-
paign to reconnect the church with the Canadian
population. Online in 2006 and running for
almost 8 years before it was closed in September,
2014, Wondercafe was a dynamic online environ-
ment that hosted a variety of forms of different
online interactions. It allowed for email connec-
tions, blogging, friend requests, and a number of
other Web 2.0 components.

The site was developed and maintained by an
official religious organization; however, much
like the United Church of Canada’s earlier
UCHUG, it was a clear example of a third space
of digital religion rather than a website providing
data and information about the tradition. In 1986,

UCHUG developer David Lochhead was the first
person to use the term “online religion” when he
discussed the ecumenical community he had
helped create. That same concept—of the online
environment as a manifestation of community
and non-hierarchical communication between
members—resonated throughout Wondercafe.
Wondercafe was not created as a tool for
recruitment, conversion, or proselytizing. It was
developed to connect the church to the people—
where the church believed people were now
located, mostly online. The website developed a
network: it became a hub for bringing people
together into an online environment where, for
want of a better description, people could just get
together and enjoy each other’s company. As
their home page introduction stated:
Welcome to the home of open-minded discussion
and exploration of spiritual topics, moral issues
and life’s big questions, brought to you by the peo-
ple of The United Church of Canada. You'll find
lots to talk about in our Discussion Lounge, and
you'll get your very own Profile Page for telling
others a little about yourself, starting a blog, or

sending and receiving WonderMails. Sopullupa
chair and join in.

Wondercafe was a very complex website and a
powerful representation of Web 2.0. On
Wondercafe, participants were able to contribute,
develop the conversations and themes, and deter-
mine how the website content developed. Along
with Twitter and Facebook connections, the web-
site also hosted YouTube clips and other places
for online interaction. For many of the people
participating online, Wondercafe was the space
where they could engage with their religion on a
daily basis. Aaron McCarroll Gallegos, one of
the people responsible for development and
maintenance of Wondercafe, found that many
people experienced the website as the “sacrament
of community” and an important part of their
religious and spiritual identity. Although it was
developed by an official religious organization, it
is a clear example of the third space of religion.
So much so, that after it was officially shut down,
members created Wondercafe2 (wondercafe2.ca)
so they could continue engaging this third space
of digital religion.
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Networked Religon, Co-Locating
the Sacred, and the Case of a Virtual
Tibet

The Tibetan Buddhist Tradition in diaspora was
also one of the first organized religions to deeply
embrace the Internet (in this section, I draw on
Helland 2015). They quickly recognized its
potential to communicate and connect their peo-
ple within diaspora and also its power as a form
of media to communicate the difficult Tibetan
situation to the world. Recognizing the signifi-
cance and potential of the Internet to support the
Tibetan community in diaspora, in 1996 Tibetan
Buddhist monks from the Namgyal Monastery
used a variation of the Kalachakara Tantra (a
sacred ritual) to bless the network and sanctify
the newly created “cyberspace” for this purpose.
To conduct the ritual, the monks used sacred
chants while they visualized the interconnected
network of computers that make up the Internet
and the “space” created by these networks. An
image of the Kalachakra Mandala (which had
been created as a complex sand mandala earlier)
was digitized and put up on a computer screen.
This further helped with the visualization of the
Internet as being part of a giant mandala which
was now spiritually anchored within the virtual
world. The event was timed to coincide with the
“24 hours of Cyberspace” program conducted
globally on February 8, 1996 to raise awareness
of the positive impact the Internet could have on
society and culture.

At first glance, it might seem paradoxical that
an ancient religion would respond in this way to
new media and the social spaces it affords. Yet
from the perspective of the monks, cyberspace
was not artificial or “virtual” but a space that peo-
ple were engaging in a very “real world” way. In
their view, there was no dichotomy between
online and offline activity. rather the new online
environment was viewed simply as a place where
people could do things. As the monks put it, “We
pray to reduce the negative things that may hap-
pen in cyberspace and to increase the positive
things... The person using the Internet has the
choice” (Namgyal Monastery 1996). Despite
“geographical” Tibet being subsumed under the

Chinese State, the Tibetan government in exile,
official religious organizations, and politically
and religiously motivated individuals actively
engage the Internet to promote Tibetan sover-
eignty and maintain their religious and cultural
identity.

As the Internet continued to expand, a number
of websites were created to promote and support
the “Tibetan Situation,” while Tibetan communi-
ties in diaspora began to develop comprehensive
websites that provided information on everything
from Tibetan restaurants and crafts to localized
political activities and international news. As a
diaspora community, they were quickly drawn to
using the Internet as a tool to help maintain their
already dispersed, networked community. By
2004, Internet use within the diaspora had
become so significant that Thubten Samphel
(2004, p. 167), the secretary of the department of

information of the exiled Tibetan government, -

wrote:

Tibetans in exile are embracing the Internet just as
they did Buddhism more than 1,300 years ago.
Like a new revelation, the power of the Internet to
create virtual communities has fascinated Tibetans
in exile. This fascination is intensified by the fact
that the ability to create a cohesive community,
across international borders, has been denied to
Tibetans in Tibet by an Internet-shy China. And
Tibetan exiles, scattered as they are across the
globe, are converting this fascination into a rash of
cyberspace activities that, because of their power
to transmit information instantaneously, are pro-
foundly changing the world of the Tibetan
Diaspora and beyond. In the process, Tibetan
exiles have created a virtual Tibet that is almost
un-assailable, free, reveling in its freedom, and
growing.

With the main religious leaders leaving Tibet to
live in exile (e.g., van Schaik 2011), they contin-
ued to develop and maintain a web of connected-
ness between themselves and their communities,
which were living in a form of “stateless dias-
pora” abroad or still within the traditional territo-
ries that were now under the political control of
the Chinese government. As new Internet com-
munication tools became available, the Tibetan
religious authorities began to explore, and then
develop, these networks to communicate news
and information about the Tibetan situation t0
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both Tibetans and non-Tibetans, and to strengthen
the communications between the monastic cen-
ters (religious authorities) and the Tibetan dias-
pora community. Originally relying upon
volunteers in Canada, the United States, and
Britain, several bulletin boards and list-serves
were developed for this activity (Anand 2000;
Bray 2000; Brinkerhoff 2012; Drissel 2008;
Helland 2007; McLagan 1996).

As this online network for projecting and
strengthening Tibetan identity inside and outside
of China continued to develop and expand,
Internet use within the diaspora community
began changing based upon the needs of the com-
munity. Referred to as the social shaping of tech-
nology and the “spiritualizing of the Internet”
(Campbell 2005), the users shifted the emphasis
from a fourth estate used for combating Chinese
propaganda to an online network that began to
significantly strengthen the diaspora community.
In many ways this primary shift can be viewed as
a change from using the Internet to help create a
“media spectacle” to using the Internet for create
amultisite reality for their community.

One key factor in this development was the
push by the diaspora community to develop
Internet accessibility and networked connectivity
within “Little Lhasa™ or Dharamsala, which had
now become the religious and political center for
the Tibetans in exile. In a major undertaking, Air
Jaldi, a nonprofit organization dedicated to creat-
ing wireless networks for the Tibetan community
in diaspora, facilitated a meeting in 2006 where
they built one of the largest Wi-Fi networks in the
world, Using a complex wireless mesh network,
they linked over 2,000 computers throughout the
Himalayan region of Northern India. This
allowed for the Tibetans in the Dharamsala area
to be *“wired” despite the poor quality of phone
services and limited access to computers. In sup-
port of the developing network and the Air Jaldi
conference, the Dalai Lama welcomed the dele-
gates and volunteers building the mesh network
and in a written message prayed “that the fruits of
your good work will be far reaching and long
lasting” (Helland 2015, p. 159).

As the Internet is a complex environment that
provides the ability for diaspora communities to

be both consumers and producers of knowledge
and representation, centralized, traditional
authorities have difficulty maintaining control
over this network (e.g., Barker 2005; Campbell
2007: 2010; Helland 2000; Turner 2007). In fact,
the new Internet networks “may represent the
first time that diaspora members are able to con-
sider aspects of their identity, question traditional
interpretations of religion and culture, and choose
for themselves what their identity ‘truth’ is”
(Brinkerhoff 2012, p. 94). As Campbell notes in
her theory on networked religion, shifting author-
ity is a key issue all religious groups have to deal
with as they and their membership go online. In
an attempt to increase and strengthen the repre-
sentation of the religious authorities of the
monastic centers within this online environment,
the Dalai Lama’s official website (originally
online in October of 1999) was transformed in
2005-2006 from being purely an information
source that promoted the Dalai Lama to a website
that engaged with the diaspora community by
providing news, teachings, rituals, messages, and
speeches. Monasteries that were being re-
established in exile also created websites that
increased their networked connectivity with the
community.

Within a relatively short time, Virtual Tibet
became something far greater than just digital
activities used to shape public opinion. It became
a form of networked religion that allowed for
online connectivity and online community, while
it also strengthened the networks used for main-
taining a globally dispersed group of Tibetans.
This overlap between online and offline commu-
nity identity is clearly reflective of a networked
society where the diaspora group is “culturing
the technology... so that it can be incorporated
into the community and provide opportunities for
group or self-expression” (Campbell 2012,
p. 64). By actively engaging the online environ-
ment in a number of progressive ways, the
Tibetan community in diaspora is socially shap-
ing the technology to meet their unique political,
religious, and spiritual needs.

Although there are significant digital divides—
particularly between new exiles escaping Tibet
and traveling to India and exiles that came to
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India between the 1960s to the 1980s, this new
form of networked society has become extremely
significant to members of the Tibetan diaspora
for a number of different reasons. In the contem-
porary online environment, Virtual Tibet is best
interpreted as a multisite network that is struc-
tured upon five nodes or spheres of websites. The
five nodes making up the multisite network are
(1) Tibetan Government in Exile websites; (2)
Tibetan News websites; (3) Cyber-Sanghas and
comprehensive websites; (4) social networking
sites; and, (5) Tibetan Monastic and religious
websites.

Each node plays a pivotal role in maintaining
Tibetan identity both online and off in what can
best be described as a multisite reality. In
Campbell’s (2012, p. 82) examination of net-
worked religion, she argues,

Connected to the idea of a multisite reality is that

the online world is consciously and unconsciously

imprinted by its users with the values, structures,
and expectations of the offline world. Multisite
reality means online practices are often informed

by offline ways of being, as users integrate or seek

to connect their online and offline patterns of life.

It also means that there is often ideological overlap

and interaction between online religious groups

and forums and their corresponding offline reli-
gious institutions.

To connect the community in diaspora, a strong
multisite reality combined with multiple online
networks help maintain community identity,
common goals and beliefs, and leadership struc-
tures. As such, Virtual Tibet represents the new
development of a technologically hybridizing
community that is connecting deeply rooted tra-
ditional structures of power and authority with
new social media.

The Virtual Tibet case study also raises an
important issue concerning privacy, cyber-
security, and online activism against formal gov-
ernments. The Tibetan community in diaspora is
aggrieved and persecuted. The community is in a
constant struggle with China over issues of terri-
tory, independence, autonomy, and authority.
This struggle is evident in cyberspace and web-
sites such as Phayul.com, Tibet.net, and
Dalailama.com, to name but a few, which have
been the focus of concerted cyber-attacks and

online surveillance. The Citizen Lab at the Munk
School of Global Affairs at the University of
Toronto recently identified a cyber-attack focused
upon the Tibetan diaspora community that com-
promised a network of over 1,295 infected com-
puters in 103 countries. Up to 30% of the infected
computers were considered high-value targets
and include computers located at ministries of
foreign affairs, embassies, international organi-
zations, news media, and NGOs (Information
Warfare Monitor 2009).

Despite the constant threats and challenges
posed by the Internet, for Tibetans in diaspora,
networked religion has become an essential and
vital component for maintaining their commu-
nity. Religious belief and practice within the
Tibetan culture have always been a key pillar of
Tibetan identity. With the rise of “networked
individualism” (Raine and Wellman 2012), mem-
bers within the diaspora community are con-
stantly challenged and influenced by “multiple
modernities” (Whalen-Bridge 2011) and alterna-
tive and competing networks. This struggle of
identity and community maintenance is a con-
stant challenge in diaspora, particularly with sec-
ond generation members that may focus more on
developing new ties, rather than on nourishing or
rediscovering old social networks (Ardley 2011;
Beyer 2006; Nowak 1984; Tiller and Franz 2004;
Vertovec 2009).

Within the Tibetan diaspora, there are three
clear benefits derived from being actively online.
The first is that it allows for a networked identity
within the community itself (Helland 2007).
Through the Internet, Tibetans living throughout
the world can connect in a deep and meaningful
way with other members of the community who
may not be living within the same nations or even
continents. Non-diaspora people do this as a mat-
ter of choice; for the diaspora community it is
done as a matter of cultural survival.

The second significant benefit achieved by uti-
lizing networked religion within the Tibetan dias-
pora is to connect monks and religious specialists
with the community through websites and online
activity. Websites such as rigpa.org and drikung.
org allow Tibetans and non-Tibetans alike the
opportunity to connect with important religious
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figures in a way that was not available in the past.
For example, a member of the Tibetan commu-
nity living in Calgary, Canada can undertake dis-
tance learning with a lama, participate in online
courses, and watch ritual events in real time,
despite being thousands of miles away. In dias-
pora, there is also a developing divide between
the lay and monastic communities, as the lamas
are often affiliated with various Buddhist medita-
tion centers that have an elite group of Western
followers. These followers often pay large sums
of money to attend workshops and teachings and
present a high level of devotion to the teachers.
The monks must rely on this livelihood for their
survival, but this often means that members of the
Tibetan community only have the opportunity to
connect with their monks during Losar or special
festivals (Mullen 2006). With the power of the
Internet, the diaspora community now has unlim-
ited access in a new, albeit different way to their
religious specialists.

The third important benefit to the community
builds upon the second. This new form of con-
nection with religious authorities has developed
into a complex network of online ritual activities
that co-locate the most sacred aspects of the
Tibetan tradition in a very real and meaningful
way with the members of the diaspora. New
forms of online ritual activity have been devel-
oped and facilitated through websites such as
dalailama.com to allow Tibetans in exile (and
within China for that matter) the opportunity to
have a close and powerful encounter with the
most sacred component of the tradition. By plac-
ing ritual online, the Tibetan community can
engage the very fabric of the religion: the teach-
ings, ritual events, and sacred lamas, which are
central to the identity and practices of Tibetan
Buddhists.

Ritual activities and charismatic authority do
ot always transfer well into the Internet medium
(Helland 2012). What is unique about the Tibetan
Situation is how well the charisma of the high
lamas is perceived by the community to be acces-
sible, tangible, and real, even if it is facilitated
through computer networks. There are two key
factors that may influence why online ritual
Seems to work so well for this community. The

first can be explored with “ritual transfer theory”
(see Miczek 2008; Radde-Antweiler 2006, 2008).
Placing ritual online is a process that requires
adaptation and changes within any religious tra-
dition and can be viewed as an ongoing activity
that involves the three components of transfor-
mation, invention, and exclusion. Transformation
is the process of shaping or reshaping a ritual that
already exists, changing its content or structure in
certain ways so it can be facilitated online. For
this process to proceed, there may need to be
innovation within the ritual based upon the new
media environment, and new aspects or compo-
nents may have to be invented to allow for the
ritual to work online. The final element is exclu-
sion, since certain things inevitably have to be
left out of the ritual activity in order for it to take
place online. When these three forces act upon
the ritual, the people participating are then left
with a different ritual than they have previously
participated in and they have to decide whether
the ritual works or has failed. For many people,
the exclusion of being physically present is too
much of a change and they will not participate;
for others, the difficulty might be the lack of
nature, the taste of the wine, or the meal after the
ceremony. In any case, the ritual transfer process
will fail if these three forces somehow destabilize
the ritual to the point that people will not recog-
nize it as an authentic ritual activity. For other
participants, the changes and transformations
that occur to bring the ritual online will be seen as
being within a margin of acceptability, and they
will view the ritual as still authentic (Helland
2012).

Within the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, many
ritual activities transfer well. At a basic level,
most of the ritual activities facilitated online are
teachings about sacred Buddhist texts. In this
case, the online ritual is considered an aid for
greater understanding and to gain awareness and
spiritual awakening, resulting ultimately in lib-
eration from the cycle of rebirth. However, as
these teachings are conducted by the high lamas,
their power and “sacredness” is perceived to also
be transmitted online when people receive the
teachings. In effect, by viewing the teachings,
even if you do not understand all of the texts’
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complexity, one still gains merit just by being
part of the transmission process of the teachings.
Due to this community perception, the lamas are
not merely a visual sign or “summarizing sym-
bol” for the Tibetan tradition and identity, rather
they are iconic representations of the divine. The
lama or Rinpoche (Precious One) is sacred and
holds spiritual or supernatural power that can be
bestowed upon his or her students. This occurs
during formal and informal oral transmissions.
Although in the past this was done face-to-face,
through the Internet it is now also done online.
Technologies such as Skype and real time syn-
cretic HD video feeds allow for a new form of
contact to occur between the teacher/ritual spe-
cialist and the person receiving the teachings and
empowerment. As such, the Rinpoche has a pow-
erful effect upon people who perceive his or her
charisma in this way.

Beyond the ritual transfer theory. the second
way that online ritual has such a significant
impact upon the Tibetan community in diaspora
is that the lamas, and particularly the high lamas
(eg., Dalai Lama, Karmapa Lama, Sakya Trizin),
are already viewed by the community as being
between worlds, both as spiritual beings (bod-
hisattvas) or incarnate deities and as human
monks. This sacredness is conceived as a focus of
transcendence, which can rupture normal time
and space. It transfers well online because the
Internet itself disrupts normal time and space on
a regular basis. What makes this online activity
more than just a form of “long-distanced” ritual
practice (which is very common within Hinduism)
or virtual pilgrimage (which is very common
within Christianity) is the ‘“co-location” of the
sacred through the Internet. Members of the
Tibetan tradition in diaspora feel a genuine,
authentic, and powerful encounter with the lamas
when they engage with them in online ritual
activity.

Co-location was first presented as a theory in
relation to online ritual activity by Pinchbeck and
Stevens (2006). They argued that virtual reality
has a number of common features similar to rit-
val, and that through the liminality of the online
environment people could feel like they were
having an authentic experience when they were

online. In this case, it was the perception of the
participants that gave them a sense of being there
or a sense of presence in cyberspace. The second
use of the term co-location was developed by
Hill-Smith (2011), who argued that through co-
location, sacred pilgrimage sites could be authen-
tically replicated online. In this situation, it wag
the sacred place that was co-located in cyber-
space and people who went on virtual pilgrimage
felt a true sense of connecting with the real place
despite its being an online simulacrum of the
authentic sacred site.

What makes the co-location that occurs in
Virtual Tibet different from the other two cases is
that first and foremost, the people engaging in the
ritual are not in a virtual reality environment,
They are in diaspora, which is a liminal space in
its own right, but it is in the real world at a com-
puter. For example, recently an elderly member
of the Tibetan diaspora community watched the
Dalai Lama’s teachings and ritual activity broad-
cast live from the Main Tibetan Temple in
Dharamsala. The ritual conducted in “Little
Lhasa” was a teaching on Tsongkhapa’s “Three
Principal Aspects of the Path” and included a
very special ritual called the White Tara
Permission. The Dali Lama stated during the live
online broadcast that this ritual was taken from
the “Secret Visions of the Fifth Dalai Lama,”
which he received in Tibet from Tagdrag
Rinpoche. To receive the White Tara Permission
from the Dalai Lama, who had received it from a
very important lama in Tibet, is a very fortunate E
and auspicious event for a Tibetan Buddhist. The
fact that the person was participating online, in
diaspora, rather than at the temple in India was
not seen as a great loss. Rather it was viewed as
great benefit and a valid connection between the 5
practitioner and the Dalai Lama. The person par- =
ticipating in the online ritual and teaching lit =
incense, placed offerings and flowers in front of
the computer, and intensely watched the high =
definition broadcast, listening to the teachings
and reciting the proper mantras when instructed
by the Dalai Lama. ;

The second feature that is different from the 3
other two theories of co-location involves the "
question of place. With virtual pilgrimage, theré
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is a feeling that the sacred place is authentically
recreated in cyberspace in such a way that people
genuinely feel they encounter the liminal, sacred-
pess of the site. Lourdes in France or the Western
Wall in Jerusalem are good examples. Within the
Tibetan diaspora, there is a deep sense of loss and
frustration concerning the Tibetan territory.
However, the online representations of Virtual
Tibet are not focused as much on the traditional
land (or trying to virtually recreate it) as they are
focused upon maintaining the Tibetan Buddhist
tradition and Tibetan identity itself. In many
ways this is similar to the conception of a net-
worked community that maintains its “place”
through interconnectedness, rather than just tra-
ditional territorial or political borders. As Massey
(1994, p. 154) argues, “What gives a place its
specificity is not some long internalized history
but the fact that it is constructed out of a particu-
lar constellation of social relations, meeting and
weaving together at a particular locus.” Within
Virtual Tibet, the locus and center maintaining
the network are the High Lamas.

In the case of Virtual Tibet, co-location occurs
in a three-step process that begins online with a
ritual activity that is perceived by the community
to work. If the community accepts that the ritual
can be facilitated online with a level of authentic-
ity that is acceptable within the tradition, then the
online ritual “space” creates a liminal environ-
ment that the participants can encounter. This
liminal space is in-between worlds and shrinks
the real-world distance that separates participants
from the ritual activity. It may be that a person is
in New York City, sitting at his or her desk look-
ing into a computer screen. But due to the limin-
ality of the online ritual event, the participant is
in the present, encountering the transcendent ele-
ment of the tradition, even if the ritual is being
conducted 3,000 miles away. What makes co-
location different from just watching a ritual on
television (which can be a powerful experience in
its own right) is the networked community or the
multisite network. Participants are engaged
Wwithin a web of connectedness when they go
online for the ritual. It may be that they are going
online to the Dalai Lama’s website, or a monas-
tery website, and there they will encounter the

network used by the community for maintaining
their identity.

The final aspect that makes co-location tangi-
ble to the participants is the icon and “sacred cen-
ter” around which the ritual is structured. Much
like an icon within the Christian tradition, there
will be members of the community who do not
view the representation (icon, lama, etc.) as
something that is divine or spiritual. In many
ways this is a good indicator of insider and out-
sider relationships to the group. An iconoclast
will not participate in the rituals associated with
icon reverence or worship and will feel no sense
of the sacred in the object so revered by the icon-
worshipping community (Morgan 2011).
However, for the believer, it is an encounter with
the divine. For example, for the Tibetan people,
the Dalai Lama is the single most important fig-
ure around which Tibetan identity circulates. As
a personification of the protector deity, he is the
primary symbol of Tibetan unity (Kolas 1996,
p. 57). For the vast majority of community mem-
bers, the Dalai Lama has an “aura of sacredness”
and a level of charismatic authority that is both
institutionalized within the structure of the
monastic tradition and sanctified by the commu-
nity itself (Weber [1922] 1978; Smith 1998). Any
opportunity to have an intimate or close encoun-
ter with the Dalai Lama is seen as being a pro-
found and significant event. Through these new
digital networks, the monastic orders are socially
shaping Internet technology to provide their
community in diaspora with the opportunity to
experience the ritual activity and charisma (or
sacredness) of their leadership in a new and
dynamic way. This is reaffirming, maintaining,
and strengthening the bonds between the monas-
tic centers and their communities, wherever they
are located.

On a Tweet and a Prayer

When it comes to digital religion, what a differ-
ence a Pope makes. Benedict XVI, who served as
Pope of the Roman Catholic Church from 2005
until he resigned in 2013, had a Twitter account
and all the web resources the church had to offer
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at his disposal. Yet he never engaged with social
media in a way that successfully connected with
the masses. He was aware of its impact and
importance, and for the 47" Annual
Communication Day in 2013 his message was,
“gocial Networks: portals of truth and faith; new
spaces for evangelization.” In this regard, he saw
new media as a tool for communicating Catholic
values and beliefs to the rest of the world. He
called online space “a new ‘agora’, an open pub-
lic square in which people share ideas, informa-
tion and opinions, and in which new relationships
and forms of community can come into being”
(Benedict XVI 2013). However, he did not envi-
sion it as the digital agora others had. For exam-
ple, Bishop Jacque Gaillot developed an early
online community for his diocese of Partenia.
Partenia was a territory in title only and was
given to him as a form of demotion. Rather than
viewing this as a limitation, Gaillot created an
online space that he considered an agora (Zaleski
1997). Here anyone could login and participate in
fellowship, debate, and dialogue. It was not a
space being used to convert people to Christianity,
or even support dominant Catholic dogma.
Rather, it was an open and engaging “third space”
used for digital religion.

The official position of online religious activ-
ity advocated by Benedict, by contrast, was to
use the medium to evangelize and engage
Christians and to promote the Church’s position
on theological matters. He also felt it was to be
used as an important tool for getting people to
come back to the brick and mortar church. “In
our effort to make the Gospel present in the digi-
tal world, we can invite people to come together
for prayer or liturgical celebrations in specific
places such as churches and chapels,” Benedict
declared. “There should be no lack of coherence
or unity in the expression of our faith and witness
to the Gospel in whatever reality we are called to
live, whether physical or digital. When we are
present to others, in any way at all, we are called
to make known the love of God to the furthest
ends of the earth” (Benedict XVI 2013).

Ancient tradition and modern communication
appeared to work together when the new Pope
was elected in Rome in 2013. According to tradi-

tion, white smoke signaled that a new pontiff had
been selected. Shortly afterwards, the papal
Twitter account (which had been eerily quiet over
the previous two weeks) announced to the faith-
ful: “HABEMUS PAPAM FRANCISCUM"—or
“We have Pope Francis.” The capital letters may
have captured the excitement of the occasion, but
they also struck a gauche note on Twitter, espe-
cially in contrast to the earlier silence of the
Pope’s twitter account. With a “business as usual”
approach, the former pope failed to recognize the
radically different way people interact online.

Pope Francis viewed new media in a very dif-
ferent way. This influenced how he began to use
it as Pope and also what role he felt it should play
within the Catholic Church. He clearly under-
stands its power and does use social media to
increase his online authority (Guzek 2015); how-
ever, he is also using the online environment to
encourage people to engage in third spaces of
digital religion. Perhaps the greatest example of
this can be seen in how Francis released his
encyclical on the environment. There was a lot of
hype and anticipation surrounding the document
and when it was finally released, Pope Francis
tweeted: “The Earth, our home, is beginning to
look more and more like an immense pile of filth”
(Francis 2015). Within hours, his tweet was
shared more than 30,000 times and it was quoted
and referenced in more than 430,000 news arti-
cles. Throughout the day, the Pope continued to
tweet short statements from his 183-page text,
inundating the online world.

Pope Francis’s use of social media to commu-
nicate his message was not accidental or uninten-
tional. Most people will not read the entire
document, but if they do, they will find that he
sees new media as a potential tool for doing good
in the world (although he also recognizes that it
often a distraction that can lead to social ills and
information overload). Francis’ online activity
mirrors his own concern that “efforts need to be
made to help these media become sources of new
cultural progress for humanity and not a threat t0
our deepest riches” (Francis 2015). In this case,
the Pope was practicing what he preached.

Pope Francis’ use of new media may also be
the easiest and most effective way for the Catholic
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Church to communicate beyond its membership,

with people of other faith or even no faith at all.
The encyclical was addressed to more than just
Catholics; it aspired to “‘enter into dialogue with
all people about our common home” (Francis
2015). Francis was initiating a third space for
digital religion. He encouraged and allowed for
people to interact with the material he was pre-
senting, to go online and engage in conversation
about the important role of faith in environmental
stewardship. As a leading religious figure of a
church with well over one billion members, the
Pope has a guaranteed audience. Yet the position
he is presenting on the environment does not res-
onate with all of his followers. In fact, many
Catholics in the United States express doubts
about the very existence of climate change. In a
detailed study for the Public Religion Research
Institute, Gendron and Cox (2015) found that,
overall, 47 % of Catholics surveyed agreed with
Pope Francis on climate change issues. However,
24% disagreed and many as 20 % were not famil-
iar with the Pope’s position on the environment.
A large number of Catholics had also not heard
his encyclical explained or talked about by their
clergy in the church. By opening up the conversa-
tion and creating a third space for digital religion,
the Pope bypassed the mediating structure of the
pulpit and engaged directly with his flock.

The Pope’s encyclical was about more than
just the environment. In effect, he was presenting
acritical assessment of “short-sighted approaches
to the economy, commerce and production” and
the obsession many have with a lifestyle based on
over-consumption and a disregard for others’
well-being.  Although some  conservative
Catholics have downplayed the document, shift-
ing attention away from the economic, ethical,
and social aspects of the papal position, his state-
ment resonated with a large portion of the global
population that is deeply concerned for the plan-

et’s long-term future. In many ways, Francis was

i“iﬁating an online conversation on a grassroots
level, challenging people of all faiths and belief
Systems to become engaged with this issue. The
easiest place for that to happen is online, through
Twitter posts and reposts, chat rooms, Facebook
Pages, online forums, and any other space that

has been created to allow people to engage in
discussion.

Future Directions

The future of digital religion is certain. Religion
in all of its forms and functions will continue to
blend into the online environment. Digital reli-
gion is not something that appeared ex nihilo; it
represents and reflects religion in our contempo-
rary society. Official religious organizations are
adapting their structures to adjust to the digital
world. This means they are developing clear
strategies that take advantage of online networks
and are using them to increase their authority
among followers, to strengthen their networks
and connections with their churches, temples, or
mosques, and to present their dogma, beliefs, and
practices on a global scale. Sacred sites are being
wired, important rituals are live online, and reli-
gious specialists can be friended on Facebook.
Despite this activity, unofficial religious use of
the Internet is also flourishing. Individual forms
of spirituality and syncretic religious practice are
thriving online. People are engaging with beliefs
from different faiths, meeting online to share
common concerns and values, and participating
in the new third space of digital religion.

A close examination of digital religion clearly
demonstrates the blending of religion and reli-
gious activities in many people’s everyday lives.
Religious content permeates the online world, yet
how it is used, engaged, and incorporated by the
end user is a significant component of digital reli-
gion. By studying how people are engaging digi-
tal religion with their phones, their computers,
and their tablets, scholars may now have the
greatest opportunity to explore everyday lived
religion on a massive scale. Many of these activi-
ties are surprising, such as the role of religion in
online games (Campbell and Grieve 2014; Geraci
2014), religious influences in online crowdfund-
ing (Copeland 2015), and 3D virtual reality gog-
gles being used to experience the “eight phases of
enlightenment.” Digital religion offers an oppor-
tunity to explore how people choose to do religion
on their own terms in our contemporary society.
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However, this activity will always occur
within a structure that is dominated and con-
trolled by the media itself. Google, IBM, and
Facebook (for example) are not passive players;
they dominate how we engage the online world.
End users always play a role in the equation, but
the structure created by these corporations (and
governments) heavily dictates and channels peo-
ple’s level of digital religious activity. For
instance, when the Chinese government bans
YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter, how easy is it
for people to engage in third spaces of digital
religion? Official religions are also aggressively
dictating how new media is to be used by their
membership. There are constant struggles of reli-
gious authorities online for control over the
beliefs and practices of their followers in the
digital world. In this case, studying digital reli-
gion can clearly show how dominant groups
adapt media to meet their needs and influence the
culture. As technological and substantive devel-
opments of the Internet race ahead, more schol-
arly work needs to be done in all of these areas.

The good, the bad, and the ugly of digital reli-
gion are here to stay. Religious content and online
activity is flourishing. Religion in all of its forms
and functions is becoming transformed and
adapted to blend with societies and cultures that
are now constantly online. As people become
more and more wired, they adapt their religious
practices and activities to function within the
increasingly wired world. There is an intrinsic
double-aspect to this cultural activity. In order for
the religious beliefs and practices to function and
be engaged by people within the digital environ-
ment, they too must adapt and be transformed.
This cycle and relationship between media and
religion will not end and clearly demonstrates
that religion continues to play a significant and
relevant role within our world.

References

Ahlsten, N. (2015). Firms digitize prayer to bring people
closer to God. hitp://www.washingtontimes.com/
news/2015/nov/29/power-of-prayer-firms-digitize--
prayer-to-bring-peo/. Accessed 1 Dec 2015.

Anand, D. (2000). (Re) Imagining nationalism: Identity =
and representation in the Tibetan Diaspora of South
Asia. Contemporary South Asia, 9(3), 271-287.

Ardley, J. (2011). Learning the art of democracy?
Continuity and change in the Tibetan Government-in-
exile. Contemporary South Asia, 12(3), 349-363.

Barker, E. (2005). Crossing the boundary: New chal-
lenges to religious authority and control as a conse-
quence of access to the Internet. In M. Hojsgaard &
M. Warburg (Eds.), Religion and cyberspace
(pp. 67-86). London: Routledge.

Benedict XVI. (2013). Social networks. Portals of truth
and faith; New spaces for evangelization. http://w2,
vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/messages/commu-
nications/documents/hf_ben-xvi_
mes_20130124_47th-world-communications-day.
html. Accessed 12 May 2013.

Beyer, P. (2006). Religions in global society. New York:
Routledge.

Bradley, R. (1997). Religion in cyberspace: Building upon
the past. Paper presented at the Institute for the History
of religion, Turku, Finland.

Brasher, B. (2001). Give me that online religion. New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.

Bray. J. (2000). Tibet, democracy and the Internet bazaar,
Democratization, 7(1), 137-173.

Brinkerhoff, J. (2012). Digital diasporas’ challenge to tra-
ditional power: The case of TibetBoard. Review of
International Studies, 38, 77-95.

Campbell, H. (2005). Spiritualising the Internet: |
Uncovering discourse and narrative of religious |
Internet usage. Online: Heidelberg Journal of Religion |
on the Internet, 1(1), 1-26. f

Campbell, H. (2007). Who's got the power? Religious
authority and the Internet. Jowrnal of Computer-
Mediated Communication, 12(3), 1043-1062. '

Campbell, H. (2010). Bloggers and religious authority
online. Journal of Computer-Mediated |
Communication, 15(2), 251-276.

Campbell, H. (2012). Understanding the relationship
between religion online and offline in a networked
society. Journal of the American Academy of Religion, |
80(1), 64-93.

Campbell, H. (Ed.). (2013). Digital  religion:
Understanding  religious practice in new medid
worlds. New York: Routledge.

Campbell, H., & Grieve, G. (Eds.). (2014). Playing with
religion in video games. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press.

Castells, M. (1996). The rise of the nerworked society.
Oxford: Blackwell.

Copeland, A. (2015).Crowdfunding a new church: A mul-
timodal analysis of faith-related giving rhetoric on
Indiegogo. Online: Heidelberg Journal of Religions
on the Internet, 9.

Davis, C. (2015). From radical communalism to virtual
communiry: An  ethnography —of the Family
International. Unpublished MA thesis. Royal Roads
University, Victoria, British Columbia, Canada.




10 Digital Religion

195

e

Drissel, D. (2008). Digitizing dharma: Computer-
mediated mobilizations of Tibetan Buddhist youth.
International Journal of Diversity in Organisations,
Communities & Nations, 8(5), 79-91.

FEchchaibi, N. (2014). So what is this third space of reli-
gion in the digital age? https://thirdspacesblog.word-
press.com/2014/05/27/so-what-is-this-third-space-
of-religion-in-the-digital-age/. Accessed 5 Nov 2014.

Echchaibi, N., Liberman, R., & Whitehead, W. (2013).
Third spaces, religion and spirituality in the digital
age (Selected papers of internet research). http://spir.
aoir.org/index.php/spir/article/view/867. Accessed 20
Qct 2014.

Francis. (2015). Encyclical letter Laudato Si’ of the Holy
father Francis on care of our common home. http://
w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/docu-
ments/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-
si.html. Accessed 18 June 2015.

Gendron, C., & Cox, D. (2015). Catholics twice as likely
to agree with Pope Francis on climate change than
disagree, but many still unfamiliar with views. Public
Religion Research Institute. http://publicreligion.
org/2015/08/catholics-twice-as-likely-to-agree-with-
pope-francis-on-climate-change-than-disagree-but-
many-still-unfamiliar-with-views/#.Vm9%knUorJhE.
Accessed 5 Nov 2015.

Geraci, R. (2014). Virtually sacred: Myth and meaning in
World of Warcraft and Second Life. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Grieve, G. P. (1995). Imagining a virtual religious com-
munity: Neo-pagans on the Internet. Chicago
Anthropology Exchange, 7, 98-132.

Grieve, G. P. (2013). Digital religion. In H. Campbell
(Ed.), Digital religion: Understanding religious prac-
tice in new media worlds (pp. 104-118). Routledge:
New York.

Guzek, D. (2015). Discovering the digital authority:
Twitter as reporting tools for papal activities. Online:
Heidelberg Journal of Religions on the Internet, 9(1),
63-80.

Helland, C. (2000). Online Religion/Religion Online and
Virtual Communitas. In J. Hadden & D. Cowan (Eds.),
Religion on the Internet: Research prospects and
promises (pp. 205-224). New York: JAI Press.

Helland, C. (2002). Surfing for Salvation. Religion, 32(4),
293-302.

Helland, C. (2005). Online religion as lived religion:
Methodological issues in the study of religious partici-
pation on the Internet. Online: Heidelberg Journal of
Religions on the Internet, 1(1), 1~15.

3 Helland! C. (2007). Diaspora on the electronic frontier:

Developing virtual connections with sacred home-
lands. Journal of Computer-Mediared Communication,
12(3), 956-976.

. Hellang, C. (2012). Online religion in Canada: From hype

to hyperlink. In L. Beaman (Ed.), Religion and

C:'anadiarz society: Traditions, transitions, and innova-

;;;ms (pp. 375-390). Toronto: Canadian Scholar’s
ess,

Helland, C. (2015). Virtual Tibet: Maintaining identity
through internet networks. In G. Grieve &
D. Veidlinger (Eds.), The Pixel in the lotus.: Buddhism,
the Internet, and digital media (pp. 213-241).
New York: Routledge.

Hill-Smith, C. (2011). Cyberpilgrimage: The (virtual)
reality of online pilgrimage experience. Religion
Compass, 5(6), 236-246.

Hjarvard, S. (2008). The mediatization of religion: A the-
ory of the media as agents of religious change.
Northern Lights: Film and Media Studies Yearbook, 6,
9-26.

Hogan, B., & Wellman, B. (2011). The Immanent Internet
Redux. In P. H. Cheong, P. Fischer-Nielsen,
S. Gelfgren, & C. Ess (Eds.), Digital religion, social
media and culture: Perspectives, practices and futures
(pp. 43-62). Bern: Peter Lang.

Hoover, S. (2006). Religion in the media age. Oxon:
Routledge.

Hoover, S. (2013). Concluding thoughts: Imagining the
religious in and through the digital. In H. Campbell
(Ed.), Digital religion: Understanding religious prac-
tice in new media worlds (pp. 104-118). Routledge:
New York.

Hoover, S., & Echchaibi, N. (2012). The third spaces of
digital religion: A working paper. Unpublished work-
ing paper, Center for Media, Religion, and Culture,
University of Colorado, Boulder, CO.

Hoover, S., & Echchaibi, N. (2014). Media theory and the
‘third spaces of digital religion’. hitps://thirdspaces-
blog.files.wordpress.com/2014/05/third-spaces-and-
media-theory-essay-2-0.pdf. Accessed 30 May 2016.

Hope Cheong, P. (2013). Authority. In H. Campbell (Ed.),
Digital religion: Understanding religious practice in
new media worlds (pp. 72-87). Routledge: New York.

Horsfield, P. (2015). From Jesus 1o the Internei: A history
of  Christianity — and  media. Chichester:
Wiley-Blackwell.

Information Warfare Monitor. (2009). Tracking GhostNet:
Investigating a cyber espionage network. hip://www.
infowar-monitor.net/2009/09/tracking-ghostnet-
investigating-acyber-espionage-network/.  Accessed
16 Dec 2015.

Kolas, A. (1996). Tibetan nationalism: The politics of reli-
gion. Journal of Peace Research, 33(1), 51-66.

Lochhead, D. (1986). UCHUG: The electronic network of
the United Church of Canada. http://cgi.gjhost.
com/~cgi/mt/netweaverarchive/000148.html.
Accessed 18 June 2011.

Lundby, K. (2012). Participatory of vicarious? When net-
worked belonging challenges networks of belonging.
OBS* Observatorio, Special Issue, 101-125.

Lundby, K. (2013). Theoretical frameworks for approach-
ing religion and new media. In H. Campbell (Ed.),
Digital religion: Understanding religious practice in
new media worlds (pp. 225-237). Routledge: New York.

Lynch, G. (2012). The sacred in the modern world: A cul-
tural  sociological —approach. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.




2

A

{uopuo]

‘sutio) 1adrey

SOx maN ‘saal jpmads ano SwiSupyd s &Sojou
1221 Mal MO 1200dsaaq4D Jo (nos 2y T (L661) T ‘Pis?[eZ

38pspnoy

:wopuo ‘(gg~1 'dd) wnug wopow W asuvys puv

uo1dnay ‘('SpE) ONED “Y % PEIYPOOA\ T U[ "ureilg
uwopow ur afueyd pue uoiBiey (Z107) 1 ‘PESYPOOM

STI-€01

Y1) ‘waodstag  uvisy yimog  elodselp  ueldqip
gy pue sanrwiepow A[dninpy (1107) [ O3PHE-US[BUM

'$53l14 BIWIOJIED

Jo Ausioatun) :Aopeyieg d1aros puv  Kwouodq

L (Spa) yonum "D % “Wod "D Ul (8L61) [2T61] N 992M

“JI0A map o8pannoy
(907-66] "dd) spjiom vipaw mau w1 2011904d sno13aL
Supuvisaspun uoidnas pndig (pa) 1RAdwre) "H
up csdde epqowr ur  Apuspr pue  Aydnpuayne
snoidiey :[[eIsul NOA Jeym a1 nox “(£107) " ‘JeuSem
23papnoy
(600T) 'S ‘09A0USA
'$521d ANSIDAIUN)

“WSTPUONDUSUDL]

| 9[ex :uoARH maN “<ossty v 12qif (1107) S MreYdS uea

PEI-L1T ((Q)p7 21005 B aamipn) Kioay]

. 'BIPIW mau 9y pue AjIoyine snoidiey (L00T) "g ‘1euInp

“TSLIEL 9 Wa1z0g
P vipagy map “elodseIp Ul J2uIsju] JY) JO 3SN Ay 1saN

| 150] pue san P[o ‘son MaN ($00T) 'L ‘Zueld ¥ “H “RIIL

"09-Z€ ‘(1)89 Cunbuj jp21800108
‘0ein jo ASo[oayl Yl puUB ‘12gdM XB]N ‘WYOS

L Jjopny ewswEyo pup ‘U0Seal ‘e (8661) "N “d YHWS

‘uew§uo WWaLQ IY[Pg

MaN (s81-,91 ‘dd) vuodsviq uviaqi syl [28ud]

1oy s Ay ‘('SPH) NOIeM UOA H % Hosuleg (
Ul cerpow oYl 9QIL [EMMIA ‘($00T) L ‘1oydweg

*23papinoy I0A MIN

- (08z~L97 'dd) aunyno uvindod ur uoidijat updlAUY

iSppiap ayp ur poo *('spH) AQIEDON "N B INZeN T

| U] "prom £q prom Aunwwios Surpping (1002) "y ‘Hfurey

'$sa1d LI :o8puque)) ‘wa1sds Junpiado |p1oos
Mau ayJ pajiomiaN ((T107) @ ‘URWIPM P ] SUEY
TL¥S (1)Z 12udanu] ayi uo suordiay
Jo punop Siaqrapiay fawju siemu Suludsap pue
Surejsuel] :auruo s[erary (9007) M ‘R[emiuy-appey
‘oroz eunf 1
passacoy “jpd=odfizpdar=dorggpys 01 [ T01=10P
 PROJUMOD/00pMalA/npa nsd ISt X380/ A1y “siuauw
-UOAAUS (DIYID Ul (1P PUD SSIUSNOIOSUOD Kv)d
‘uonp20-02 (oMY (9007) "€ *SUAAAS B " MPRqUOULd
"B08-18L ‘(b)p9 ‘Uo18112y Jo Kuappay uvaLzwy a1 jo
jpudnof sy10M19U J9INdWwos U0 UoTSTa1 SUNEOIUNWILIO])
ooeds pamdes s ooedsieqdk) (9661) 'S ‘KIeT.O
‘ssalq AusIoatu) s1aimy omsurug moN “Suuwaul jo
uouDAaUS ) pup Ymog :saadnfar uviaqil “(861) N “EMON
“G107 93] 91 Passa0y “aoedsiaqho-jo
-sBuissaqysiokesd-sFurssa[qBio [eABuRu mmm//:dny
“2opdsiaqlo Jo sSuissalg (9661) Aiseuoly [eASuIEN
‘Bumysiqnd AeIYsY
wuoidurpng (681-sL1 dd) jomis puv 2ouvuwofiad
‘suoissasdxy :uo181ja4 SuisipLia1o ) ‘(*Spg) UBUASY M
% Yoemly “H U] "O[IXd Ul SUONBULIOJSUBRIL :AIN
-uapt pue uorssardxs snoidrpar uelaqi], ((9007) 9 ‘US[INN
‘BLISNY ‘BUUAIA ‘SAIPMIS [BIM{ND) 10J 21UID)
yoleosay [euonewsalu] ‘uoneiussaid iadeq suord
-1j24 Jo vipaw 2y 1oaffe pun vany “(1107) "d ‘UESION
"CLI-PPT (1) 1oudau]
a1 ue suci8ijay fo jouinop Suzqiapiag 2unuQ Aq
-B]S PUB SO[WIBUADP U2aM13Q $21AISS SUIIUO UBNSLYD
SpHIOM [enMIA UI S[EmMM QuluQ “(8007) ‘N “IPZIN
*08e01yD) JO ANSISAIU[) (UOPUOT]
‘($61-651 "dd) pipaw ynm suawadvduy paoauno)
(‘pg) snorepy "H ‘D) U] 'BI9 Jem ploo-jsod dyp ur son
-rjod [enuiA 19q1 10§ Sunndwo) (9661) W ‘UEIeTON
's§1d ANSIOAIU() PIOJXQ) HIOA MaN "2fi] Kvpduaas
uz 2on2v4d puv Yo [uo18ias paar] ((8007) W SIMDINW
“ssa1d ANfod
-a8puquue)) wapuan puv aav)d ‘2ovds (4661) ‘A ‘KesseN

—

' puesHY

961




