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James Poulos

The great temptation of the present age is to treat technology as a god. Even those of
us who are reluctant to admit to the ritual worship of technology face tremendous
pressure from our culture to think and act as if technology is—or soon might be—
divine.

In recent years, | have tried to draw attention to the challenges raised by the simple
fact that, until no more than a decade or so ago, the character and features of our
digital devices, “hard” and “soft”, were universally understood across human
civilisations as belonging exclusively to spiritual entities—specifically angels and
demons.

To dramatize the point, | suggested that the tremendous sweep and power of the “Five
Eyes” intelligence alliance—comprising of all five Anglosphere nations—pales in
comparison to the might and dominance of what we could call the “Five Is”: our (1)
innumerable, (2) invisible, (3) instantaneous, (4) interoperable, (5) information
entities.! These are the five properties which have belonged since the beginning of
time to the angels and demons in our imagination. Now they are qualities of
disembodied inventions that fill the skies, course through pipes on the sea floor, and
penetrate our workplaces, homes, bodies—perhaps even our souls. Now they are
contained within gadgets we carry on our person at all times, from which we can hardly
pry our hands or our eyes.

We are, in short, rooted to “tech”. In the digital age, the common human experience
of rootedness is shifting from our tools being rooted in us, to us being rooted in our
tools.

We are transforming from subjects to objects; and in the face of this unprecedented
working-over, we strain with increasing desperation to preserve a role for some
semblance of our humanity, by seeking to bring to our tech a part of ourselves. Some
dub that vestige “creativity” —others, “consciousness”.? These faltering, unconvincing
efforts attempt a spiritual or philosophical justification for our assimilation into the
“cyborg whole” at the expense of our given human identity and form, which, until so
recently, we solemnly remembered and protected as sacred.
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The question that this reinvention of the human raises, as the central point of
departure for this paper, is how do we resist? We must reassert our spiritual and
philosophical authority over our own machines. But how do we do this?

Much of that process requires a fundamentally different approach from the
intellectual one that has dominated present efforts to defend humanity from
desacralisation by technology, and from the sacralisation of tech itself.

What is needed above all is a reestablishment of conditions in the human heart
conducive to the deep rootedness in everything that makes us most fully human. The
keys to this are not, first and foremost, intellectual devices, but rather the embodied
practices and disciplines that have sustained millennia of holy men and women. These
include, but are not limited to: ascetic labour, patient suffering, sabbath rest, sacrificial
love, and silence.

The task at hand is one that requires the coordinated refreshment and renewal of the
mind, the body, and the soul. We must understand the times we live in and tell a better
story—one that does not fall for the seductive ideas of transhumanism. We must live
human lives not robot lives—embracing the practices that for generations have
physically encoded virtue, character, and an appreciation for the good, the true, and
the beautiful. And we must recover spiritually what it means to be fully human, fully
alive.

Frons mind, body, and soul to the cyborg consciousness.

To start, it is worth considering where we find ourselves today—the origins of our
present predicament, how it has developed, and the resulting possibilities and
responsibilities we face.

To answer these questions, we must come to grips with the basic questions of identity
involved. What is the human and what defines its uniqueness? What is the digital and
how is it unique? How has the digital and its uniqueness risen to such a dominant and
definitive position in our inner and outer lives, such that our humanity and our human
identity are increasingly contested, disbelieved, attacked, and eroded? What accounts
for the pattern of failure in our spiritual and philosophical defences of the human
against the digital? What are the prospects for the digital replacement of the spiritual
and philosophical foundations of the modern human identity, with new cyborg
foundations that overthrow and discredit the modern human identity?

The digital revolution occurred at a time when the modern vision of identity was
uniquely fragile.
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We have inherited a distinctive view of humanity in the Judeo-Christian tradition. The
story goes that everyone carries intrinsic dignity, each person’s identity is not
subjectively invented but rather divinely bestowed, and each one of us is a created
being situated in the wider cosmos.

But since the Enlightenment, and accelerating through the twentieth century, each
one of these ideas was deconstructed with little of substance put in its place.

The modern era was defined by different poles claiming to provide the answer.
Absolute libertarianism on the one hand said that life’s meaning is found in the
exercise of freedom and autonomy, and the absolute statism embodied by the fascist
and communist states of the twentieth century provided an alternate pathway to
situating the individual in the world.

But both views have failed to provide the keys to flourishing in social life and a healthy
identity. As Tocqueville poignantly predicted, the free individual under equal
conditions faced daunting personal and social obstacles to flourishing in democratic
life. People tended to feel isolated, interchangeable, and insignificant, confronted with
invisible barriers to advancement that arose from the envy-inducing small differences
in distinction amid broad competition to conform to uniform standards.® Tocqueville
rightly feared that without the reciprocal action of one heart upon the other,
Americans and others would paint themselves into a spiritual corner of self-enclosed
egotism—even amongst family members sharing an abode. The result would be a
regime like none other, soft but inexorable, intimate and smothering in its despotism.*
Tocqueville emphasised that Christianity strengthened souls worn down by
democratic life right where they were weakest, drawing them out of their egotism and
narcissism into the modest but pressing practicalities of shared life.> But he felt that
the imperatives of democratic life—especially the demand for ever greater speed in
beating others at acquiring the goods of this world, lest one vanish into penury and
obscurity, watching the winners from afar—would pressure people to look with
increasing bitterness and scorn at the patience, long-suffering, and sacrificial love of
Christianity and Christ. Christianity was widespread because it was popular,
Tocqueville sensed, and if that changed, it would face a dire risk of freefall.

Tocqueville’s visions came true. However noble, inspiring, and plausible in the age of
the printing press, the abstract principles of freedom, equality, and individuality—
whether theorised by the rationalist or romanticised from experience—failed to stand
on their own in the heart, where our spiritual and temporal fates are truly decided.

The technological revolution took place at that moment of spiritual rootlessness and
identity crisis. The inability of libertarianism and statism to be stable sources of identity
has left us uniguely vulnerable to the possibility that digital technology might totally
change the game—and the very meaning of human identity. At a time when we were
unsure about who we are, we have seen the “virtualisation” of life; in other words, the
invitation for humans—mind, body, and soul—to enter an existence in a digital world
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where intellect is king, the spiritual pursuits of the soul are a distraction, and the body
is nothing but a social construct.

It could be said that we are living through the merger of the human and the machine
into a cyborg form of existence that destroys the original design, form, and purpose of
both the human and the machine.

From the eradication of suffering to the Ubermensch.
How did this happen? Why is it happening? What are the consequences?

Today two main philosophies or heresies compete for control over the development
and use of interoperable technologies that can reach deep inside the human person
to radically transform individual, community, society, and environment alike.

The first worldview aims at the full escape from misfortune. It is associated with the
political “left”, which increasingly sees even the slightest suffering as never desirable
and always a transgression: injustice anywhere (in any amount) is injustice
everywhere. The best analyst of this worldview is the French sociologist and
philosopher Jean Baudrillard, whose later work underscores that the rise of the
virtualisation of the world and the transition into digital spaces is the result of an ever
more totalitarian desire to expel all misfortune from life. According to Baudrillard,
proponents of this view intend to crowd out suffering and even its possibility with
other stuff—the stuff of activism, of “doing good”, of distractions and delights, of
medications, anaesthetics, even suicide machines.® Better nothing than pain!

The second worldview aims at our full escape from our humanity—better tremendous
pain than imprisonment unto death in our failing human being! Largely because of
Friedrich Nietzsche, it is often accused of being a politically “right” position. Yet, as the
Communist projects of Cosmism in religion,” and the New Soviet Man in philosophy
revealed,® the celebration of suffering in the pursuit of liberation from the limits of the
human has no right/left valence—unless posthuman entities can inherit human
political categories or those categories transcend the given natural world entirely.
Nietzsche’s will to power unto the overman was not simply a political program, and
the abolition of the human in favour of something more godlike strongly implies the
annihilation of politics as it has always been understood and imagined.®

The foolishness of tying these two worldviews so closely to politics is revealed by the
simple fact that both share the same political philosophy that technology should be
developed as rapidly as possible, in ways that fundamentally and radically alter our
given human form and experience, to the point of effacement and replacement with
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something fundamentally new, global, and inescapable. Though starting with different
assumptions, the end point of both is transhumanism.

Of course, there are more measured or gentle versions of both these worldviews, but
it is extremely difficult to avoid gravitating toward the extremes of either position, due
to the position of quasi-spiritual authority that digital technology has claimed in both
cases.

However, it is not only the activities of those consciously adopting these ideologies
that have contributed to the ascendancy of tech-augmented identities. A further
contributing factor to our current situation is the emergence of the economic and
political systems that dominate modern life. In particular, two fundamental processes
have emerged: (1) the rise of institutionalised excess (in production and consumption)
as a socioeconomic system; and (2) the rise of rule by scientists as an ideology and
form of government. These two processes combined over time into one: an
increasingly globalised regime in which ruling experts ensured the ruled produced and
consumed ever more material things. From the left, this was described as controlling
the means of production; from the right, liberating the free market.

“Progressives” under the banner of science insisted we could not “go backwards” as a
moral and an ontological criterion—manufacturing was a spur to compliant action, the
“retrogressive” enemy other, anyone or anything that would “return us to the dark
ages” or even pump the brakes or ask critical questions.’® Under the progressive
neoliberal model, it was a foregone conclusion that technology would be harnessed to
the model and indeed become the engine of the model. But few took the logical next
step toward understanding that the model would become subsidiary to the engine.
This switchover marked the end of modernity and the beginning of postmodernity—
where modern inventions and patterns of life were, when possible, repurposed for
post or transhuman ends.

The moment of the switchover is hard to pinpoint. But the result of the switchover we
can now clearly recognise as the “virtualisation” of the world, the creation of a
cyberspace which could mirror the world in greater detail than perceptible by any
human or humans, and so become bigger than the world any person could experience
unaided.

The social and spiritual consequences of the transhumanist moment.

The virtualisation of the world has changed everything. To understand the
consequences of these developments, it is worth considering the contortions that the
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present identity revolution has led to in the two basic elements of the given human
form: the body and the soul.

The advent of digital technology triggered an explosion of increasingly narrow or
abstruse categories and subcategories of identity affiliation. In that sense, growth in
myriad self-identifications across the range of possibilities is a key hallmark of the
digital revolution. The most significant new self-identifications, however, fall into the
category of the bodily—with a dramatic emphasis on the sexual or erotic—and the
category of the spiritual—emphasising particular religious affinities or the lack thereof.

Of course, these categories are not separated by an abyss. As in the human person,
where the body and the soul are united here in this life, so too are the new digital-age
self-identifications rarely a matter entirely of body or of soul. Each holds implications
for the other. But it is impossible to understand the stunning rise of queer identity as
a product of anything other than the impact of digital technology on the experience
and conceptualisation of the human body.

Current Pew research suggests some 5% of young adults in the United States alone
now identify as “transgender” or “nonbinary”, while more than one in five adult
members of Generation Z identify as part of the “LGBTQ+” community or spectrum.!!
Over the past decade, according to Gallup polling, queer identities have more than
doubled, sitting close to 8% as of last year.? Whilst there are many reasons for this
increase, it is undeniable that sexual “reassignment” with hormonal and surgical
“interventions” is either impossible or not viable in the absence of digital technology.
And identities across the broader “queer” categories have been propagated far more
widely by the rise to prominence of virtual social life.

It is unmistakable that the rise of queer identity is also trending toward an explicit
spiritual justification. Due to the power of interoperability in the rise of digital
technology, sexual identities are beginning to mirror the nature of digital technology
and have gained spiritual authority. The belief that queer identity is itself sacred is
palpably expanding—apace with the addition of ever more stripes, logos, and sigils
onto the “Pride Flag”. Over the past several years, Microsoft has facilitated a “Radical
Joy” campaign open sourcing a flag featuring and representing 74 different queer
identities—up from 40 in 2022.%* Queerness is taking shape as a spiritual entity— a
virtue without stain or blemish—in keeping with predictions by late-twentieth century
theorists like Donna Haraway that the advent of the “cyberorganism” is inherently
queer and queering.** Because of the radical character of its transformations of the
human body in form, purpose, and function, queerness takes the turning of our tools
inwards as a saviour and liberator upon which it is increasingly dependent for its
spiritual authority.

So, it is no surprise that the triumph of digital technology over so much of public and
private life has broadly and deeply altered religious identity over the same time frame
as the rise of queer identity. While pollsters and researchers have yet to fully capture
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the rise of cyborg identities of the sort that proliferate on today’s social media—with
young users identifying as “poly”, as “ethically non-monogamous”, as asexual, as
members of a swarm, as posthuman, or as members of cults of Als—these trends are
instantly recognisable to anyone in regular contact with Silicon Valley scenes and
subcultures, where in many cases they have together formed a majority identity.

More broadly, people identifying as “nones” or as having “no religion” now outrank
adherents to major monotheistic religions in some cases. In the United States,
between a quarter and a third of respondents fit that ostensibly secular category.®
Toward the upper bound, in New Zealand, the number is more than half.'® Notably,
however, the fast rise of “nones” year over year has very recently been slowing
downY—reflecting that an identity defined by what one is not is less powerful and
prestigious today, especially on the internet, than an identity defined by what one is.
Being, of course, is not merely a physical matter, and these phenomena show that the
spiritual and spiritualised identities that have grown to prominence under digital
conditions will remain great attractors now and as long as digital primacy continues.

All these developments in digital-age reidentification come at the expense of the
Christian understanding that our given bodies and souls are sacred, and that with this
sacredness comes responsibilities toward our bodies and souls, and their Creator.
Perhaps that would not seem too frightening if the old secular, modern identity of the
free and equal individual was stable or strengthening. But under digital conditions, it
is not—quite the contrary.

The urgency of the matter—combined with the weakness of our legacy institutions
and methods of reasoning to overcome the challenge to human identity—underscores
the need to view things in a fresh light, in order to comprehend our own role and
responsibility in what has happened to us, at the level of the human person, at that of
societies or peoples, and at the level of the globe and the human race.

A new articulation of the way forward will issue forth from a lived-out re-rooting of our
vision toward the human and the digital in a spiritually secure architecture of mind,
heart, body, and soul. To rebuild, we must understand the multiple dimensions to
human flourishing that underpin a stable identity—from the spiritual through to the
intellectual to the physical—and seek not only to tell a better story, but to practically
live out a different lifestyle.
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Why spirituality, not philosophy, is the key to resistance.

Preparing ourselves to forge ahead at this fateful moment in our troubled existence
requires a return to the ultimate questions, those which historically have led us to the
ultimate answers. Make no mistake: the leading voices of digital tech are now brazenly
offering up comprehensive visions of a rapidly advancing future, in which Al confers on
its users godlike powers of control over every element of the human being—whether
consensually or, one must surmise, otherwise. They openly declare the impending
onset of a golden New Age, where all human problems are technicalities to be solved
by the application of ever more computation.

They are not waiting for those with traditional values or religious observances to draft
persuasive arguments making “the case for humanity”. Consciously or otherwise, they
grasp that the path to the technological replacement of the human person with the
cyborg collective runs through the replacement of God with their digital neo-god or
gods.

Some may argue to the contrary that, rather than our bearing the image of God, it is
our advanced state of reflexivity—manifesting in our complex relationships with
ourselves and others—that makes us unique. In other words, philosophy, not religion.
The particular quality that, in turn, makes digital unique among technologies is that it
demonstrates in unexpected fashion how the argument for philosophy as the key to
human identity and uniqueness fails. For today, digital technologists are ever more
overtly both philosophers when it suits their ambition to destroy received religion and
the given human form, and priests when seeking to replace those things with their
theocracy of the digital god. For its own part, philosophy has simply proven unable to
stop or even slow the progress of the mission to efface and replace our given human
form and identity. There is zero indication that philosophy—or indeed unaided reason
alone—will be able to transcend this limitation before it is too late.

To be sure, religion is also struggling to counter the grand effort to remake it in the
image of the digital god and its cyborg collective. There are many reasons for this, but
the primary one is that “religion” in the abstract can do little— and sometimes worse
than nothing. In the West, it has become plain that, given its role at the foundation of
our civilisational story, the prospects for a successful religious counter to the digital
New Age hinge entirely on whether the Judeo-Christian tradition is able to mount a
defence that reestablishes its spiritual authority, and belief in the human as bearer of
the divine’s sacred Image. Our human identity is under such strain from the digital
environment into which we have been so swiftly “onboarded” because the digital—
alone among technologies to date—promises to replace this central divine story and

10
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the sanctity of the human form in every area of life, in a way that captivates and
fatigues the mind like nothing ever before created.

Now it must be said that, while philosophy has run aground as a strategy for beating
back the replacement of the tangible with a new digital paradise, one reason we know
this is that its very best and bravest exponents made tremendous headway in unveiling
and explaining what was coming decades before it arrived. In the West, the most
notable figures have often been French—Rene Girard, Paul Virilio, and especially Jean
Baudrillard—although as outlined above, centuries ago Alexis de Tocqueville perhaps
came the closest to imagining the intimate kind of “soft despotism” not difficult for us
today to perceive.’® In the new world, the towering figure is Marshall McLuhan,
particularly in his unheralded later, computer-age work with his son Eric.?® Taking
McLuhan and Baudrillard as the exemplars, while both philosophers published
numerous books that reached audiences well beyond the academy, inspiring some of
the most significant science fiction films (Videodrome and The Matrix) dealing squarely
with the matter at hand, nothing they said, wrote, or did has amounted to more than
a pebble in the road raced down by our dehumanising technologists.?°

At the same time, it also must be emphasised that philosophy, for all its failures and
limitations, is not the enemy of those who hope to restore a saving spiritual authority
to our development and use of technology. McLuhan, a devout Catholic, wrote for the
sake of understanding, but not, as so many philosophers have done, by first banishing
Christ.2! An older, even better example is St. Gregory Palamas. He was a master of
philosophical learning and argumentation yet recognised the supremacy in human
endeavour of prayer striving toward union with God—therefore defending the
extreme spiritual discipline of the monastery over the extreme philosophical discipline
of the academy.?

Philosophical competence is of great help in making sense of the present war waged
by technological means against our human form and identity, and in articulating the
conflict of ideas that led us to this point. It is of much less help in grasping how to win
that war—within our hearts and souls, and within our peoples and our nations. For
that, reasonably enough, what is needed is first and above all a restoration of our living
spiritual link with our God, which demands far greater humility, patience, labour, and
silence than perhaps any mere philosopher of note has shown willing to muster.

Our history is replete with the births, renaissances, and re-establishments of our
religious, economic, and political life. Nearly all understand that ours is a time of old
orders ending and new orders beginning. The generations living through this moment
await the appearance of spiritual authorities they can trust with the responsibility of
preserving our humanity in these technological times.

11
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There is work to be done in combatting the founding myths of the technological age.
A restorative new tale should strike at the weak point of the artificial heart. Perhaps
the favourite story of the tech-idolisers is the myth of Prometheus, who heroically stole
from the gods their quintessential and definitive property: fire. The greatness of the
new covenant delivered the Christian story destroys the Prometheus myth by revealing
beyond dispute that the ultimate, defining property of God is not fire but love. We
have witnessed in our lifetimes the consequences of our present-day Prometheuses
attempting to destroy the “Jesus myth” by stealing love from God— defining it our
way, as whatever we say, and using that power to infuse the virtual clone of Creation
with animating artificial life. We already know that love shorn from God can only be a
false idol.

The beginning of our restoration of the human identity in real life is the recovery of
love’s divine power and authority in our life, by returning it to its divine source, as is
our urgent responsibility. When we look to the God of our foundational, Judeo-
Christian story to understand what love is, we remember that it is the opposite of all
that bedevils us in our frantic filling up of the real and virtual worlds with simulations
of identity and simulations of love. Love is not pride. Love is not leverage. Love is not
speed. Love is not gratification. Love, the divine tells us, is all of the things that
virtualisation is not: it is patience, mercy, labour, humility, obedience, and sacrifice:
yes, even unto death.” Our perfection is to be found in the perfection of our love,
reflecting this ultimate image of love. Itis a process that demands beginning again with
meekness of heart no matter how far or how often we fall.

But the story of resistance is not only one rooted in choosing a higher founding myth.
It is found in living a different life. Here the holistic, embodied nature of the practices
that created spiritual rootedness through the centuries may be the most effective
means of resistance.

These practices, by their very nature, pull us away from the digital universe—the
seductive temptation of engaging with the cyborg consciousness—and back to nature,
back to quietness, away from distraction and the conveyer belt of modern life, and
upwards to the true meaning of life. In other words, the renewal of the body and the
soul.

What are some of the practices that can pull us away from the hedonistic world of
clickbait, and back to the stabilising, embodied identity that creates the conditions for
flourishing? These ideas are rooted in the Christian tradition, but are common to many
spiritual traditions, and could be the crib sheet for a kind of digital minimalism.

12
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Ascetic Labour

Asceticism—derived from the Greek dskésis, meaning “training” or “exercise”—is the
practice of subordinating our earthly desires for pleasure and satisfaction to the
cultivation of virtue and spiritual formation. In the Christian tradition, this posture can
be surmised as Paul’s instruction to the Galatians to “live by the Spirit, and you will not
gratify the desires of the flesh.”?* To labour ascetically is to orient one’s lifestyle
towards the pursuit of this higher, spiritual calling, and keep one’s lower desires in
subordination to it. To live in such a way is heretical to today’s digital spirituality, which
places immediate gratification as the highest of human endeavours, aided and
accelerated by the dopamine hits at our fingertips. However, our humanity is not most
fulfilled or liberated by surrendering ourselves to our basest impulses. Rather, the
cultivation of virtue comes from keeping these distractions at a minimum, and instead
lifting our gaze higher.

What does it mean to undertake a lifestyle of ascetic labour in the digital age? It is to
recognise how the virtual world tries to amplify, animate, and enlarge our lower order
of desires, and therefore to limit the reach of the digital into the rhythm of our daily
lives. Quieting the influx of “perfect” homes, relationships, holidays, and careers on
our social media feeds helps us to wrestle down the urge to covet and complain.
Stepping away from the Twitter threads vilifying and dehumanising those outside our
echo chambers frees us to once again love our enemies. We can replace these habits
with the rhythms of ascetic labour practiced by generations past: giving of one’s
possessions, building shelter for those in need, preparing food for the hungry, and
clothing the poor. It does not take much to recognise that preparing a meal for a loved
one in need, or repairing a neighbour’s dilapidated home goes far further towards
cultivating a flourishing society than liking a post supposedly highlighting an injustice
thousands of miles from home.

On the most fundamental level, what we can learn from the ascetic tradition today is
that we need not accept the transhumanist anthropology which says to become
greater and transcend our weaknesses is to give ourselves the ability to meet our every
hedonistic desire. Instead, our growth as people is found in limiting these desires, so
we are free to cultivate the inner virtues of love, joy, peace, patience, and so forth.
This far harder, but far more beautiful task, is the narrow path we are called to walk.

Sabbath and Rest

Our civilisation has, since its inception, adopted the idea that work is to be balanced
with regular patterns of rest. This belief finds its roots in the Judeo-Christian principle
of Sabbath. Sabbath rest does not just mean to stop, but to “delight”—making space
for our deepest relationships and contemplations. However, as is characteristic of our
present age, the “digital twin” of rest or sabbath we have created is a shallow echo of
its original design. Having both simultaneously become obsessed with “busyness” and

13
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“productivity”, but also the longing for an escape from the pressures of life into “fun”
and “entertainment”, many would now describe their rest time as dominated by the
lure of our digital screens. Sabbath was never intended to be a binge-watch, doom-
scroll, or any other form of digital distraction keeping us from that which gives our
souls true rest.

For those of us who wish to resist this pull to ever-growing restlessness, creating
sabbath spaces away from our digital devices to connect with one another,
contemplate, pray, and truly rest from the constant inflow of messages and images
flooding our minds will aid us in keeping them truly human. These steps need not feel
like a burdensome denial of all joy, or a Luddite fantasy—rather, they should allow us
the freedom to pull away from the digital substitute and rediscover the sources of true
“delight” and rest we crave. Rather than allowing the digital blurring of work, life, and
entertainment into a single, online existence, we can create boundaries in order to
dedicate ourselves to our work, and then disconnect to rest with families, friends,
community, and in contemplation. Silencing the news alerts which pull us from
concentrating in the workplace, and silencing the emails which keep us from our
relationships in the home are small steps towards stemming the constant buzz
preventing us from finding true rest.

Silence and Solitude

One could easily describe the digital revolution as a mission to eradicate silence. How
often do we turn to our omnipresent smartphones in our tiny moments of quiet and
waiting, to protect us from the “danger” of boredom? As our world becomes full of
ever-increasing stimuli, so our tolerance for quiet reduces. But more profoundly, our
avoidance of outer silence slowly erodes our ability to find inner silence. That inability
to quiet our minds, to find moments of peace, fills us with stress and anxiety, pulling
us back for another digital fix of distraction. And so, we engineer ourselves to avoid
what we need most to navigate the digital age: true silence and solitude.

Solitude too is an unappealing notion to a world constantly urging us to make new
connections across time and space. Yet solitude and loneliness are not synonymous.
Loneliness and isolation stem from a lack of meaningful relationships—and technology
is not an antidote. Rather, its consumption of interpersonal connection and
replacement with a digital impersonation increase our loneliness. Friendships, dating,
“communities”, and workplaces move online and keep us in our atomised physical
worlds, oblivious to the people around us. Ironically, greater solitude is necessary for
us to rebuild our ability to relate meaningfully with one another. One only need
observe the modern family dining table to conclude that an absence of digital devices
allows greater relational presence. However, solitude from the digital world in our
times of being truly alone is also crucial if we are to regain the inner quiet and peace
so fundamental to the human condition.

14
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The practices we adopt to cultivate this quiet may well be reminiscent of the past, not
due to blind nostalgia, but a recognition that our inner quiet is worth restoring.
Choosing to disconnect in our moments of silence, to face the “boredom” and find
solace on the other side—or renewed time for thought, prayer, and relationships—will
aid us in restoring our given human form. This may look like allowing ourselves to travel
without a constant stream of digital content in our ears, wait for an appointment
without turning to a device, or actually dedicate uninterrupted time for contemplation
or prayer in our routines without digital distractions. However we choose to create
such space, our bodies, minds, and souls need silence and solitude to truly flourish.

Fasting

As in the case of ascetic labour, fasting is the antithesis of the self-actualisation
preached by the proponents of the digital age. However, establishing periods of self-
denial of sustenance was a common rhythm of life for previous generations in our
civilisation. For those belonging to the Christian faith, the fasting of food is a reminder
of what we truly need as humans to flourish—we need spiritual communion with our
Maker even more than we need physical food for our bodies. Fasting from our digital
devices can similarly serve as a reminder of what we truly need in our day to day lives
as embodied beings—space and capacity for spiritual nourishment, then investment
in our physical wellbeing, and only then the connectivity offered by the digital world.
Fasting from virtual technology is a guard against dependence and addiction, and one
which creates time for the other practices outlined here to help us renew our holistic
humanity.

Slowing

Our digital devices are supposedly designed to save us time; however, their emphasis
on speed and efficiency leave us instead living in a state of permanent hurry. From
streaming speed to food delivery, to navigation apps, we are being rewired into
seeking the most expedient ways to achieve all our desired outcomes. Our ability to
exercise patience is waning, and our anxiety levels are rising. The tech-induced rush is
not a state we are designed to thrive in as human beings. Building lasting relationships,
mastering a new trade or skill, responding to an interruption to our schedules—every
element of our lives takes time, especially those which are most meaningful. By
choosing to resist the ever-accelerating pace of life instigated by the digital age, we
can reorder our priorities based on care, meaning, contribution, and compassion.
Expedience need not rob us of these higher goods.
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A picture of a new renaissance rooted in responsibility begins to emerge. Few today
look at the overawing power of technology and consider that the humblest, smallest,
and most trusting of human initiatives can dare hold it at bay—much less serve as the
fresh foundation of a new regime, where technology takes its proper place as the
servant of our given human being. But this is to act as the central story of our
civilisation reveals, as God Himself acted coming into the world as a man. It is a
profound teaching—hard to trust, but boundlessly rewarding for those who do. Here
humility and mercy must be our guide, our guard against forgetfulness that, as icons
of God, our responsibility is to love the world as He does—not consume it, as technics
are bound to do.?

The theology of the virtual world has presented us with its best offering for the
recreation of the human form. Yet, all-consuming as it may seem, we have the freedom
to choose the beauty of our given existence, in its distinctly human shape. The choice
we face is one between rooting ourselves in the humble practices which nourish us—
body and soul—or in our digital tools. By taking the narrow path of stewarding, rather
than escaping, our embodied lives, we can once again turn our tools outwards to the
world around us. And in doing so, we protect the cultivation of the inner life and feed
our souls instead with the spiritual wisdom found deep within the roots of our
civilisation. These seemingly simple patterns of resistance will therefore release us
from the project of reinventing our humanity—creating new, external avenues for our
creative exploits, and sabbath delight for the soul.
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