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ABSTRACT: Despite the proliferation of online interaction through the use of information 
and communication technologies (ICTs), religious organizations like churches have fallen 
behind in their adoption. Lagging rates of ICT integration in these organizations have created a 
number of challenges for many Christian denominations as membership numbers have 
declined. The present paper seeks to identify the dialectic tensions with which religious leaders 
of churches in one denomination, the United Methodist Church, struggle as they attempt to 
integrate new ICTs into their congregations. Through interviews with pastors and youth 
directors (N=27), three dialectic tensions were revealed, creating difficult challenges for 
organizational administration as they attempt to negotiate competing needs. The organizational 
approaches taken to ICT adoption and integration were influenced by the resolution of each 
dialectic. 
  

Introduction 
Throughout history, religious institutions have played a key role in the adoption of new 
communication technologies. From revolutionizing scriptural control through the 
printing press to redefining the congregation through radio and television, churches 
have often been quick to adopt new communication methods perceived as powerful 
and effective at sharing their message with a broad audience (Holborn, 1942; Peters, 
1999). In recent decades, the introduction of new information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) has transformed how individuals interact with each other and with 
the institutions in which they participate.  

As ICTs transform the ways in which individuals interact, religious individuals 
have sought to redefine the relationship between their faith and the faith communities 
they attend. Central to this transformation is physical presence in pursuit of spiritual 
goals. Some scholars suggest that spiritual experiences online carry the same qualities 
and accomplish the same goals as spirituality experienced face-to-face (Campbell, 
2005b; Lombaard, 2007). Other scholars present a more pessimistic perspective, 
describing a degradation of religious practice through disembodied spiritual interaction 
(O'Leary, 2005; Postman, 1985). Regardless of the possible outcomes, religious 
organizations have already faced significant challenges in addressing changes 
introduced by new methods of communication. 

The goal of this present research is to identify the dialectic tensions with which 
religious leaders struggle as they attempt to integrate transformative communication 
technologies into their congregations. Specifically, this work focuses on the following 
questions: What dialectics exist in decisions about adopting and integrating new 
technologies into religious organizations? What effects do these decisions have on the 
congregations as they negotiate these challenges? 

Literature Review 
In responding to these questions it is necessary to understand three major players in 
this situation. First, ICTs have been transformative to cultural interaction. These 
methods of communication offer numerous affordances that alter how people interact 
with each other and with their social networks. Second, individuals use technology to 
interact spiritually with the divine and with each other. How ICTs are used in spiritual 
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ways influences the extent to which these tools can be adopted in religious contexts. 
Third, once religious organizations have assessed the potential for ICT integration, 
organizational leadership must also consider the unique attributes of their own 
organization before deciding upon any specific action on adoption.  
Transforming Interaction 
Although the term Information and Communication Technology can refer to a broad 
array of communication media, it is helpful to delineate clearly these tools from others. 
For the purposes of this research, ICT denotes a technology that allows, through 
digital means, the sharing of, and responding to, content where neither time nor 
distance are considered limiting factors to interaction. Resnick (2002) identified a 
number of affordances these technologies provide, including asynchronicity, broad fan-
out, and notification. What is most remarkable about these tools is their ability to 
connect individuals, recreating ties that have been diminishing over the past 30 years 
(Putnam, 2000). Adoption of ICTs for human interaction has been transformative, but 
has also created unique challenges.  

The most salient issue in ICT adoption is the gap between that which people 
are capable of doing, and that which is being asked of the technology. Olson and 
Olson (2000) conducted a meta-analysis of research covering distanced teams and 
found that the presence of distance frequently put a strain on groups. Cramton (2001) 
attempted to explain this problem by suggesting that groups operating at a distance 
failed to share mutual knowledge. In other words, physical presence created a context 
that was hard to communicate to those not sharing the same space. Cramton’s work 
highlights an essential problem to ICTs, human interaction is complex, and any current 
form of mediation places limits on the channel, subsequently diminishing the quality of 
interaction. This problem has been referred to as the socio-technical gap (Ackerman, 
2002), or the distance between what people are capable of doing and limits technology 
places on those activities. Although balancing social needs with technological abilities 
will be a constant issue, Ackerman argues that many computer scientists have placed it 
in the forefront of their development goals.   

After a decade of software development, it would appear the sociotechnical 
gap is still a significant issue. For example, work exploring online communities has 
revealed a preference for face-to-face communication, even when individuals have 
found a strong community online. Sessions (2010) observed interactions of an online 
community, both before and after relationships developed offline and found a 
preference for offline interaction. Moreover, it was discovered that development of 
offline relationships came at the expense and marginalization of online interactions. 
Later work revealed that contribution to an online writing community declined once 
individuals fostered offline relationships (McCully et al., 2011). Online space allows for 
the development of face-to-face relationships but offline interaction appears to offer 
something irreplaceable.  

Perhaps the demand for face-to-face interaction explains patterns found in 
social networking sites (SNSs), a ubiquitous form of ICT. SNSs are defined by three 
distinct characteristics (boyd & Ellison, 2008). First, they allow individuals to create a 
profile. Second, they allow users to see a list of others with whom they share a 
connection within the network. Third, SNSs provide a method through which these 
relationships can be seen and accessed. In short, SNSs provide a technical method 
through which people can visualize network connections and categorize real-life 
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relationships. Many young adults have taken advantage of these affordances as they 
become more independent.  

Because young adults find significant independence when they arrive at 
college, SNSs have become a powerful tool on college campuses, prompting academic 
attention. One research project provided evidence that college students used the social 
networking site Facebook primarily to augment communication in extant offline 
relationships (Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006). In other words, Facebook augments 
traditional interpersonal relationships instead of replacing them. Vergeer and Pelzer 
(2009) additionally found that, absent face-to-face communication, social networking 
interaction is less fulfilling than relationships occurring in multiple channels. In some 
cases, Facebook was a catalyst for creating and improving bridging ties, or connections 
with individuals outside of a tight social circle (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007). In 
other cases, Facebook became a tool used to organize and promote attendance at 
offline activities (Barkhuus & Tashiro, 2010). Social media, like other ICTs, augment 
interaction by providing a method for seamless multi-channel communication.  

Social networking has also been linked to the formation and development of 
social capital. In a recent study of Facebook use, results demonstrated a strong 
connection between an individual’s sense of bridging social capital, or weaker 
connections with an extended social network, and the amount of participation in a 
social networking site (Ellison, Vitak, Gray, & Lampe, 2014). These findings are 
tempered, however, by a review of the literature suggesting a strong link between social 
capital and internet use, but minimal evidence of a causal relationship (Neves, 2013). 
Therefore, research has shown a connection between the use of new technologies and 
development of social ties despite limiting such ties to weak, networked relationships. 
At the same time, research has failed to offer an adequate explanation for developing 
these relationships, or why ICTs fail to aid in relational depth.  
Transforming Spirituality 
As individuals have changed their communication habits, so too have religious 
individuals altered the means through which they interact spiritually. According to 
Campbell (2005a), in a rhetorical analysis of religious spaces in which people 
congregate to conduct both synchronous and asynchronous religious activities, online 
space can offer a powerful and legitimate religious experience. Hutchings (2013) 
described similar findings, suggesting that people who participated in both text- and 
video-based faith communities frequently highlighted the sense of community they 
experienced. Despite limiting interaction to online environments, these individuals 
expressed a sense that their spiritual community needs were met. Moreover, these 
religious experiences in online space allow people to feel spiritually connected to other 
people who share similar perceptions of religious interaction (Lombaard, 2007).  

Other scholars, however, have offered a differing opinion on the spiritual 
value of online religious practice. Highly critical of religious leaders adopting television 
to expand the audience of their religious services, Postman (1985) contends that absent 
physical place, religious practice cannot possibly replicate the original context of 
religion. He says,  

If the delivery is not the same, then the message, quite likely, is not the same. And if 
the context in which the message is experienced is altogether different from what it 
was in Jesus’ time, we may assume that its social and psychological meaning is 
different as well. (p. 118) 
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Postman’s comments indicate skepticism of religious experiences online as the 
interaction between medium and communicator redefines religious experience. Despite 
Campbell’s (2005a) assertion that online interaction can indeed create spiritual spaces, 
Postman’s position would suggest such spirituality as fundamentally different from that 
which the church has offered for centuries. O’Leary (2005) shares a similar perspective 
arguing that an online world heavily based in textual interaction will never replace vital 
aspects of religion. Both O’Leary and Postman contend that sacred physical space is 
essential to religious rituals. Translating religious practice into electronically mediated 
environments, like television or the Internet, damages interaction fundamental to 
traditional definitions of religion. Noting that researchers are unsure of the role online 
communication should play in religious individuals, it is important to also consider the 
influence these new technologies have on churches, the organizations in which spiritual 
life is often interpreted.  
 More recent research has approach online religiosity more pragmatically. Johns 
(2012) evaluated Facebook groups and concluded that religious people were using 
these tools to make outward expressions to their own social networks instead of 
finding connection among people within those groups. In other words, despite the 
affordance of social networking sites to connect people with a larger social network, 
individuals joined Christian-themed groups to make a statement to individuals within 
their own social network. Online religion, in this view, is more of a statement than a 
connection to others. Campbell (2012) offered a more nuanced interpretation of online 
spirituality claiming that any changes in the use of online tools for spiritual purposes is 
simply an echo of similar changes in the broader culture. What results, therefore is a 
demand on religious institutions to react in the face of changing culture.  
Transforming Church 
As religious individuals transition to methods of interaction involving more limited 
interaction from authority, religious organizations are forced to alter how they connect 
with those they are trying to reach. Historically, religion has willingly adopted new 
forms of communication, primarily for proselytic purposes. Following the advent of 
the printing press, Protestants found remarkable power in Gutenberg’s printing press 
for providing the general population with access to the scripture (Holborn, 1942). As 
radio was introduced, religious leaders embraced the ability to reach a broader audience 
with relatively minimal investment (Peters, 1999). Similar reactions were seen when 
Americans turned to television for their entertainment. Churches created elaborate sets 
and transformed the message into an attempt to entertain and engage audiences not 
present in their pews (Postman, 1985). In later years, religious leaders like Jerry Falwell 
continued to develop religious programming with shows like “The 700 Club,” and its 
host, the Christian Broadcast Network (CBN) airing in thousands of households 
around the nation (Gormly, 2004). For individuals involved in the church, either in 
positions of leadership or as parishioners, new technologies have traditionally been 
perceived as means for broadcasting their message to a broader base and reaching 
populations previously untouched by established communication methods.  

Although new forms of media are capable of stripping power from traditional 
authority structures, those who utilize the new forms of interaction often find ways to 
legitimize its presence. One strength of a more fractured system of communication is 
connection created through tribalization (George, 2005). As individuals discover others 
who share similar beliefs, they can create a community. Religious community 
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development is often followed quickly by a recognition that clerical authority figures 
are a necessary ingredient (Martin-Barbero, 1997). Individuals involved in these 
communities often legitimate their conversations through references to religious 
authority figures who may or may not be a part of the community. Moreover, when 
religious authority figures are mentioned in posts by bloggers, it is often in a 
confirming context, suggesting that online interaction does not have traditionally 
assumed powers of flattening or weakening authority structures (Campbell, 2009). A 
recent religious movement in Japan provided further evidence that online interaction 
could aid the development of religious authority by using numerous forms of mass 
media to strengthen and legitimize those in positions of leadership (Baffelli, 2007). 
Results from this study reinforce what Baym, Zhang, and Lin (2004) reported, that new 
media have been integrated into traditional communication patterns, creating a 
complex environment in which content must come through multiple forms of media 
to be most effective. Media usage must be approached from a deeply integrated 
perspective. Additionally, the cultural changes in perceptions of religious authority and 
political structures mean this new generation of religious individuals are demanding a 
change in how churches connect with those they are trying to reach.  

Dialectic Tensions 
The concept of dialectical tensions comes from critical organizational research. 
Drawing on numerous perspectives including Marxism and Feminism, the dialectical 
approach to organizations is designed to examine organizational politics through an in-
depth understanding of the multiple forces at work (Mumby, 2005). The term dialectic 
comes from classical Greek philosophy and, in organizational studies, is understood as 
a process through which organizational change arises out of dialogue and interaction 
and driven by conflicting viewpoints (Nielsen, 1996). In short, dialectic refers to “the 
ways in which human social order is premised on tensions and contradictions that 
underlie apparent cohesion and that point to potential social change and 
transformation” (Mumby, 2005, p. 22). Organizational dialectics, then, form the 
backbone through which discourse and interaction allow for organizations to make 
sense of information and guide the change process.  

Within organizational processes, dialectics are framed in four principles. 
According to Benson (1977), dialectical analysis in organizational context should be 
concerned with social construction, totality, contradiction, and praxis. First, as Weick 
(2001) suggested, organizations are complex entities that create and rely on socially 
constructed perceptions of reality. Dialectical tensions arise out of the complex 
interaction when social constructions of realities differ between multiple individuals. 
Second, it must be recognized that the complex nature of organizations requires an 
investigation to explore the organization in its totality. Third, the central perspective of 
dialectic tension is conflicting viewpoints. These perspectives must be contradictory in 
nature in order to maintain the presence of tension. Finally, and arguably most 
important, exploring dialectic tensions must focus on praxis, or how the organization 
reacts to situational changes. The present paper seeks to understand how religious 
leaders and religious individuals discuss and approach the potential adoption of ICTs 
into organizational operations. Therefore, the following research was focused on the 
question, What dialectic tensions are present in the adoption and integration of new 
ICTs in churches, and what are the consequences of resolving those tensions? 
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It appears that religious leaders and religious individuals are facing distinct 
dialectical tensions between the possibilities new ICTs bring and the potential changes 
those possibilities would require. Research has already shown that organizations face 
dialectic tensions related to ICTs like social media in the hiring process (Pike, Batema 
& Butler, 2013), and in the overall process of adoption (Gibbs, Rozaidi & Eisenberg, 
2013). It should follow that similar strain is placed on leaders of religious organizations. 
The present research is intended to identify which tensions are present, and the effects 
those tensions have on the congregations addressing them.  

Methods 
In responding to this question, interviews (N=27) were conducted with religious 
leaders in the United Methodist Church (UMC) discussing views on various forms of 
online media and their role in church communication. Because denomination can 
influence perceptions (Cantrell, Krile, & Donohue, 1983), only one denomination was 
selected. The UMC was seen as an appropriate denomination because of its size and 
distinctly hierarchical structure. Additionally, the researcher had connections with 
individuals in the church that would facilitate data collection.  

Prior to identifying subjects, an interview protocol was developed to guide 
conversation in areas deemed relevant to the present research. The protocol was highly 
structured and divided into five sections: Information about the church, perceptions of 
social media, use of social media, perceptions and use of websites, and demographic 
data. The script was piloted on three current pastors with whom the researcher had 
previous relationships, facilitating further development and clarification. Pilot 
participants were also asked to provide feedback about interview questions that may 
have lacked clarity, and suggestions for additional interview considerations. Each pilot 
interview was transcribed and coded, but results were not included in the final sample. 
Interviews lasted about one hour each. 

Theoretical sampling was used to identify subjects for this study. In grounded 
theory, theoretical sampling is “a means to gather data in a logical manner based on 
earlier data and the researcher’s analytical thinking” (O'Reilly, Paper, & Marx, 2012, pp. 
252–253). Although random sampling provides a cross-section of the population, 
many of those cases are likely irrelevant to the central inquiry. Theoretical sampling, 
therefore, uses intentional case selection to identify subjects most likely to provide 
additional relevant data. For this project, statisticians’ reports from conference journals 
(Detroit Annual Conference, 2011; West Michigan Annual Conference, 2010) were 
used to identify churches representing a cross-section of organizations. Selection 
criteria included congregation size and church location. Therefore, both large and small 
churches were selected, as were congregations in rural, suburban, and urban areas. 
Once the church had been selected, the church office was contacted by phone, and a 
request was made to speak with any of the clergy, the youth director, or both. Most 
churches were willing to participate. After approximately ten interviews, transcripts 
were reviewed, and new churches were selected. Based upon this review, it was noted 
that churches with between 250 and 750 members provided the most in-depth 
experiences and knowledge of social media. Therefore, one to three churches from 
each district in Michigan were identified using conference statistical information.  

In total, 27 interviews were conducted. Demographic information about each 
individual and their corresponding pseudonym can be found in Table 1. 19 subjects 
were ordained clergy, six were youth directors, and four were ordained clergy who 
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worked with youth. 19 were men, and eight were women. The average tenure at the 
current church was 4.5 years, with an average professional ministry experience of 12 
years. Church size averaged 435 with a median of 250. The average age of all subjects 
was 46.  

Interviews were transcribed and coded using qualitative data analysis software 
(MaxQDA). Guided by grounded theory methods (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 
1967), preliminary themes were identified prior to coding. Codes were then assigned to 
sections of text in each interview. During the coding process, new themes were 
identified. All documents received a second round of coding to ensure that all sections 
were coded appropriately and all themes had been identified. Coding each line of the 
transcript allowed specific themes to be recalled and compared across respondents. 
After transcripts were coded, responses were reviewed, and specific themes were 
identified in relation to the central research questions. 
 
Table 1: Interview Subjects and Demographic Information 
Pseudonym Position Sex Age Tenure Experience Members 
Adam Youth M 29 2.5 5 580 
Andrew Pastor M 51 9 8.5 191 
Daniel Pastor M 58 6 21 223 
Diana Youth F 40 8 8 862 
Enoch Pastor  M 41 1.5 10 497 
Eve Pastor F 51 7.5 26 231 
Ezra Youth M 28 4.5 5.5 770 
George Pastor M 64 4.5 4.5 62 
James Youth M 38 8.5 8.5 692 
Jessica Pastor/ 

Youth 
F 45 6 16 929 

John Youth M 23 1.25 2 596 
Joseph Pastor M 41 4.5 14 153 
Joshua Pastor M 53 1.5 22 580 
Luke Pastor M 42 1.5 12 197 
Lydia Pastor/ 

Youth 
F 43 2.5 18 550 

Maggie Pastor F 48 6 12 172 
Mark Youth M 24 1.5 1.5 153 
Matthew Pastor M 30 1.5 10 137 
Miah Pastor M 52 0.5 12 250 
Paul Pastor M 50 0.5 22 341 
Peter Pastor M 58 2.5 2.5 106 
Rebekah Pastor/ 

Youth 
F 30 1.5 7 1920 

Ruth Pastor F 71 8.5 11 88 
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Sarah Pastor/  
Youth 

F 61 1.5 6 373 

Stephen Pastor M 59 3.5 5 663 
Thomas Pastor M 59 5.5 23 191 
Zach Pastor M 54 17 28 240 

 
Results 

Analysis of interview transcripts revealed three dialectic tensions with which church 
leaders have been struggling as they considered adoption and integration of ICTs into 
organizational practices. First, respondents described a tension between information 
and misinformation; harnessing the power of social media to share large amounts of 
information to a broad audience quickly while recognizing the same power to share 
inaccurate or damaging information. Second, respondents discussed the idea of 
connection and disconnection; providing individuals with tools to reify interpersonal 
and organizational relationships, promoting a healthy community while preventing 
those relationships from being replaced with solely online interaction. Third, 
respondents suggested a tension between relevance and marginalization; balancing the 
needs of a younger generation to communicate through channels with which they are 
comfortable, and the demands of current congregants who are satisfied with traditional 
communication methods and are unwilling, or unable, to adopt these new means.  
Information vs. Misinformation.  
The first dialectic tension with which interviewees appeared to struggle was the use of 
ICTs as tools for sharing information rapidly. The ability to provide a large audience 
with information about upcoming events and prayer concerns also came with the 
potential to do great harm. The central issue for some respondents was the ability of 
social media to share inaccurate, damaging, or heretical information as quickly as it 
could share positive messages. In addressing this tension, churches have placed varying 
levels of organizational control over sponsorship of, and content on, social media. 

All respondents found significant potential for ICTs in their congregations. 
The most common use of ICTs by ministers in this survey was as an outlet for 
organizational communication. For some ministers, this meant simple announcements 
posted on websites or sent through social media or email from a church account. For 
other ministers, it meant a reaction to prayer concerns and spiritual needs of individual 
members using Facebook. In general, all respondents described ICTs as a tool for 
reaching a large audience quickly at little to no cost. Moreover, all respondents 
described social media as an important tool for modern churches. Paul, for example, 
described a conversation with a fellow pastor who had invested in a website and 
embraced Facebook. His conclusion was, “it’s like the wave of things. This is the way 
things are going and it sort of, you’ve got to jump on that bandwagon to keep up.” 
When asked to detail the harms of social media, however, interviewees described the 
same characteristics of the medium as potentially detrimental to the organization. Such 
harmful information took the form of gossip, heretical information, and 
misinformation.  

Gossip, defined here as harmful information about other parishioners shared 
with either a malevolent or apathetic purpose, was seen as anathema to ICTs because 
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these media possess the ability to spread information faster than previous forms of 
communication.  

I think social media exacerbate that problem…It’s real time. You know, the phone, 
it’s a message that needs to be relayed hundreds of times before we reach the radius 
that one [Facebook] post could make (Joseph). 

The harm, then, is not the presence of rumors, gossip, or inappropriately shared 
private information, but the acceleration of subsequent harm attributed to the new 
technology. In some churches the issue had become a reality. Jessica explained, “I’ve 
watched several different relationships, when people have broken up with one another 
and then all of a sudden it seems that it becomes so much easier to be hurtful…then 
also friends jump in and start to say sort of hurtful things…” Such infighting can have 
significant effects on the wellbeing of an organization designed to strengthen social 
ties. As Stephen explained,  

[Social media] can present [a derogatory] face to the public, which may suggest to 
somebody who might be considering visiting the church that this is a conflicting place. 
Not a place that I really want to go. And the entry of one person has the potential of 
presenting the whole organization. 

Stephen used this perception as justification for investing significant organizational 
resources into monitoring the organization’s page and ensuring the conversation was 
healthy. There was a recognition in his comment that people used social media to 
gather information about organizations in the same way they gather information about 
other people. If a church were to lose control over the content of their social media, 
they would make themselves vulnerable to inaccurate or false online representations.  

Respondents were also concerned about heretical information or sharing 
information contrary to church teaching. In one church, “a group of kids at the high 
school were playing off of the idea of being Christian, but they were doing it in a very 
sarcastic way and it was not meant to build [people] up. And it had a very negative 
effect” (Miah). In this case, social media were tools by which harmful information 
misrepresented the positive message Miah was attempting to share. The concern was 
that the information would harm perceptions individuals had about the church 
organization and the religion as a whole. 

A few respondents suggested that social media had the potential to misinform 
people. Again, as seen in how they approached gossip and heretical content, the 
problem was not about misinformation getting out, but the speed at which people 
would receive the information. As Joshua explains,  

[errors are] always going to happen, you know. We’re human…But…getting a time or 
a date wrong. Once you do it like that, I know you can go back and fix it, but…How 
many people have read the wrong time and set their calendars by it? 

The benefits of reaching a broad audience come with the possibility of sharing the 
wrong information. In Miah’s church, the youth group experienced this harm when a 
few youth only tangentially connected with the group thought it would be funny to 
post that an upcoming event had been cancelled. Beyond hurting the success of the 
event, “the overall effect of it was it created an atmosphere of mistrust and doubt.” 
Youth leaders in Miah’s church tried to use the situation to teach kids about 
accountability and integrity, but the damage had been done.  
Connection vs. Disconnection.  
According to religious leaders interviewed for this project, ICTs have provided a tool 
for connecting individuals who are unable to be physically present in organizational 
meetings. Respondents, however, voiced a tension between what they saw as a means 
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of connecting individuals with valid reasons for nonparticipation and other individuals 
using the technology as an excuse for those seeking a more simplistic form of 
involvement. Many ministers recognized that significant populations in their 
congregation were unable to attend church for various reasons. There was a sense that 
social media helped bridge physical distance for those individuals. At the same time, 
many respondents voiced concern that individuals who could be physically present 
would elect to participate from a distance, replacing face-to-face communication with 
online interaction. It was difficult for most respondents to explain why they felt face-
to-face interaction was essential.  

For many of the churches interviewed in this project, distanced 
communication was an important element for maintaining community. Seasonal 
fluctuations in attendance were often attributed to members who were only present 
during spring and summer months. These members, although living at a distance, still 
considered themselves important members of the community and remained in 
communication with the church while living away. For example, Luke described his 
congregation this way, “We lose a good amount of pay people in the winter to the 
southern regions. And so those who are mobile like to use things like Facebook.” ICTs 
have become a corollary to mailed newsletters and telephone as a method for constant 
communication. People who only received a newsletter through mail once each month 
can now be informed and interact with other organization members at any time. In 
addition, churches are designed to be communities that serve individuals throughout 
their lives, including when it is impossible to continue physical participation for health 
reasons. Respondents, like George, often identified the ability to connect with shut-ins 
as a benefit of ICTs. He said,  

I think it’s good because for shut-ins and people that don't have transportation, or for 
medical reasons, or psychological reasons are not able to join in the presence of 
community, because it brings the word of Scripture to them.  

By providing individuals with computer-mediated connections, subjects implied that 
those who could not attend church would still be willing to have spiritual experiences.  

In addition to connecting people at a distance, ICTs brought people active in 
the organization closer together. Church members used the tools to encourage each 
other and develop networks for responding to spiritual needs of others in the 
community. One respondent described the relationship between social media and the 
church in this way: 

The church itself is a kind of the social network…Facebook is that place where people 
can gather to exchange ideas, exchange thoughts, share pictures, stories. And so it is 
another mission field the church ought to be engaged in. (Enoch)  

Social media provided, at least for this church, another way to reify relationships that 
had already been developing. Lydia explained that she could see the technology 
opening doors to relationships that might not have existed otherwise. She said,  

If you got a discussion going…[friends of friends could] see a posting…and get drawn 
into the discussion and might help expand the circle to new people…who are trying to 
know more about faith; know more about God. It might be another doorway into the 
church.  

Social media then becomes a tool to enhance the work that is already being done in the 
organization. For Lydia, these tools are working. They allow her to expand her 
audience in much the same way radio and television expanded audience for religious 
leaders a century ago. Because churches function as social networks, the presence of 
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computer software that allows people to see and interact with their connections offers 
unique opportunities for strengthening interpersonal relationships.  

Ministers seemed more concerned about adoption of ICTs than opposed to it. 
They expressed a danger in replacing real human interaction with virtual, or online 
contact. Miah explained: 

I think you have great conversation through the phone or listening to someone do a 
live stream over the Internet, but you don’t really feel connected until you get a 
handshake or a hug, and you’re sitting down. 

Ezra had similar concerns as he explained the struggles his church was experiencing 
during the adoption and maintenance process. He said, 

I think sometimes technology can be a great enhancement, but sometimes it gets used 
as a crutch and I fear that…kids will just do everything online and you lose that 
personal touch and you lose that real relationship that can only come from sitting 
down in the same room together. 

Ezra also described online interaction through Facebook as “superficial,” and 
explained that such superficial interaction seemed a waste of time to him. In most of 
the responses, there was a struggle to make sense of where the church should place 
itself as communication patterns shifted. “I guess that I am still on the wait-and-hold 
pattern to see if the community that is happening on social media is real community?” 
(Joseph). For people who work in a profession where one of the greatest assets is the 
ability to connect with others, the introduction of technology that alters the breadth 
and depth of that contact can create significant challenges. Ministers are being forced 
to re-evaluate their own roles within the organization. “I think as pastors, we all are 
struggling to figure that out” (Matthew). Central to conversations was the idea of a fine 
line between the real and the virtual.  

On an organizational level, social media have also created unique problems. 
Given that ministers saw benefit in social media for maintaining connections with 
individuals residing at a distance, concern quickly followed that use for this purpose 
would diminish or compromise the need for and purpose of ritual activities, like 
worship services. The sense of replacement was most acute in ritual activities, like 
worship services. “I think there’s something about communal worship that doesn’t 
happen when you are trying to worship individually…Streaming [the service] online, if 
you’re singing along, you’re singing by yourself. You’re not lifting your voices and 
raising them together” (Jessica). Youth directors shared similar concerns. John 
articulated a slightly different perspective about the purpose of youth group gatherings. 
He said, “I think it’s really important for a lot of our students actually to come and see 
us live out what we try to teach rather than just listen to it.” For every minister, the 
issue was the same: Connecting online interaction was beneficial in a pinch, but the 
process would never replace physical human contact.  

Religious leaders in this study recognized the unparalleled power of ICTs to 
connect their congregation as never before, but were also aware of the challenges these 
new media created. As a result of this dialectic tension, churches have responded by 
asserting varying degrees of authority. For example, Lydia’s church uses Facebook for 
individual communication while the organization has not made any official adoption. 
She explains, “In my own ministry there are some young adults who have friended me 
on Facebook and to be able to see what’s happening…It’s opened up some new ways 
that we can know each other.” Ruth described a negative experience with her personal 
use of Facebook, “I got tired of all of the number of messages that popped up. People 
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that I did not know and I had no desire to be in contact with. So I just decided, no.” 
Her frustration has led her to avoid using the technology with her congregation. On 
the other hand, Paul explained that his church requires committee discussions to create 
an organizational policy for appropriate use of social media, “…before we put 
Facebook on our website we need to ask Administrative Council and our Pastor Parish 
Relations Committee in regards to our policy concerning Facebook.” From an 
organizational perspective, social media adoption is approached from numerous points 
of view, many of which focus on the extent to which organizational authority should 
maintain control over online content. 
Relevance vs. Marginalization.  
Many respondents described adopting ICTs as an essential step in organizational 
development to maintain relevance for a new generation of religious individuals. The 
process of adoption, however, created significant challenges. Respondents recognized 
that people in the younger generation are constantly connected through social media. 
They are demanding that the organizations with which they align themselves 
communicate through more contemporary means. Drawing these younger individuals 
into the church requires some form of accommodation by considering new methods of 
interaction. Simultaneously, however, adopting these forms of communication means 
older members, who are deeply invested in the organization, must either change their 
own communication patterns and adopt new technology or face marginalization. It is 
also possible for churches to adopt ICTs as a secondary layer of communication, but 
such a step often complicates communication processes, adding unnecessary strain to 
already meager resources. This tension often created an atmosphere revealing that 
apathy from organizational membership is more harmful than outright resistance. 
When pastors experience resistance, they can hold conversations with individuals to 
identify what problems and issues exist. Absent such resistance, pastors must navigate 
new technology adoption individually, often taking upon themselves any negative 
consequences of their decisions.  

The idea that churches needed to make a more concerted effort to connect 
with younger individuals was quite common throughout the interviews. One pastor 
discussed the challenge as helping his congregation recognize that the purpose of their 
organization was to reach beyond the congregants in the pews. He said, “My people 
aren’t computer literate, but at the same time I realize it’s not necessarily the people 
that are already in the pews we need to reach out to” (George). The conversation with 
George highlighted challenges he experienced as a pastor of an aging congregation. His 
parishioners were satisfied with the current state of affairs, but George recognized that 
the organization was dying and would require an influx of a new generation to rebuild. 
For him, social media could be that generational link. 

Given that ministers saw potential in ICTs while parishioners were unlikely to 
adopt the new technology, it should follow that church leaders would experience 
resistance to adoption. Such was not the case. Instead, ministers reported little to no 
resistance while some ministers reported clearly voiced support for the move. While 
members did not voice resistance specifically directed at any particular ICT, ministers 
described the process of adoption in more complicated terms. For example,  

The only resistance I experience is people’s technology savviness…We’ve got tons of 
older people that are not yet computerized and those are the people that you’re 
serving so it’s been frustrating. Any resistance has just been in the demographics of 
the ages that I often serve (Zach).  
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Miah offered a similar sentiment when asked how he saw the congregational reaction 
to using Facebook. “They could care less one way or the other as long as they continue 
to get their hardcopy newsletter.” Miah and Zach described a distinct challenge to 
church leaders in that the adoption of new technologies, like social media, are often 
met with tacit approval as long as their presence is perceived as having little or no 
effect on how the organization currently operates. Inherently, such an approach is 
flawed because the adoption process is undertaken with specific intentions to make 
changes to organizational operations.  

Discussion 
The present research was focused on two research questions: What dialectics exist in 
decisions about adopting and integrating new technologies into religious organizations?  
And what effects do these decisions have on the congregations as they negotiate these 
challenges? Leaders of religious organizations have been forced to negotiate three 
dialectics: information versus misinformation, connection versus disconnection, and 
relevance versus marginalization. In each case, organizational leadership was forced to 
balance conflicting needs and chart a course they saw as most effective for their 
organization. How such courses were charted had unique effects on the organization as 
a whole.  

The first tension religious leaders described was one that pitted the need for 
sharing important community information with the potential for the same outlets to 
distribute harmful or incorrect information. Addressing this tension demanded 
attention to control over content on these media. As Campbell (2007; 2009) has 
asserted, introducing these new technologies into the broader culture has placed 
religious leadership in a precarious position. These new media have infinite potential 
for reaching enormous audiences and engaging people in deep, powerful, spiritually 
fulfilling conversations. In order to take advantage of this power, however, church 
leaders must embrace a policy of openness and tolerance, allowing information that 
may harm or misrepresent the organization. Each church resolved this tension with a 
different approach ranging from avoiding the technologies to embracing them for all 
of their faults. These varied responses demonstrate the uniqueness of each faith 
community, and the need to identify specific goals intended to be achieved by adopting 
new technology.  

Second, respondents described a tension between the ability of social media to 
create and maintain strong interpersonal relationships, connection, and the perception 
that relationships through social media were in some way less fulfilling than those 
made face-to-face, disconnection. Resolving this tension resulted in augmented media 
use. Subjects described social media as a form of communication used in addition to 
traditional methods, adding richness, depth, and complexity to organizational 
interaction. That is, as Baym et al. (2004) described, traditional methods, like 
newsletters and phone calls, have not been abandoned. Instead, religious leaders have 
adopted ICTs like social media, text messaging, and other forms of communication to 
create a stronger information network. None of the religious leaders interviewed who 
had not adopted ICTs in their congregation cited disconnection as justification for 
their avoidance. Instead, the tension was discussed as a challenge for modern clergy, 
remaining relevant and connected to a people who were potentially losing their own 
interpersonal connection.  



 

  

95 

Third, religious leaders described a tension between remaining relevant to a 
new generation of religious individuals while avoiding marginalization of long-time 
members who, in many instances, have become central to church operations. 
Resolving this tension resulted in a multi-layered organization, complicating 
administrative processes, and creating a heavier workload for volunteers and paid staff 
charged with maintaining communication. Because many decision-makers in the 
organization were unfamiliar with or disinterested in adopting ICTs, organizational 
leadership was often met with ambivalence. While leaders were not openly opposed 
when pursuing ICT adoption, they often found minimal support from the broader 
congregation. From these conversations, it could be concluded that ambivalence was 
more harmful than outright resistance. Ministers described committee meetings and 
discussions with decision-makers in the church where adoption of social media was 
encouraged, often as an attempt to make the organization more relevant to a younger 
generation. Organizational adoption, however, was limited to small social circles, or 
generational groups. Subsequent conversations about adoption revealed that individual 
church members were unwilling to change their communication patterns to 
accommodate new methods of information sharing. If these same ministers had 
experienced outright resistance, it would have been possible to host conversations 
about specific barriers, discuss organizational costs, and consider possible solutions. 
Instead, the ambivalence has led to ambiguity in the organization, placing significant 
strain on administration. This tension demonstrates the need for churches to promote 
open conversations, and encourage community commitment during the adoption 
process.  

As communication patterns change, shift, and adapt, churches can be seen as 
exceptional organizations through which to evaluate and understand the effects of 
ICTs. As rates of attendance and participation in churches and other social 
organizations decline (Putnam, 2000), these organizations must react in the face of 
such change. ICTs like social media, chat, and video streaming have the potential to 
engage people who for years have been estranged from institutionalized religion. 
Recent research has shown that organizational trust for religious people develops based 
upon the quality of relationships developed with people in the organization (Seymour, 
Welch, Gregg, & Collett, 2014). ICTs afford users the ability to strengthen social 
networks while compensating for some of the weaknesses of face-to-face interaction. 
At the same time, these tools come with the potential to do great harm to religious 
organizations and the communities within them.  

The challenge of introducing new technology that opens lines of 
communication is not new to Christian faith. Integrating ICTs into religious 
organizational contexts creates problems similar to those introduced by Gutenberg’s 
printing press. Gutenberg’s invention, and Luther’s subsequent mass publication of the 
Bible in common language, offered a broad population access to religious texts 
previously the purview of priests and scholars (Holborn, 1942). No longer were 
religious leaders gatekeepers of sacred writings. Once the Bible had been translated and 
published, common people were given unfiltered access to the texts undergirding their 
beliefs and practices.  

ICTs have a similar effect, opening access to unedited and uncontrolled 
interpretation. Prior to social media, access to religious scriptures was not heavily 
limited, but interpretations of those scriptures were limited to religious leaders and 
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religious publications. Seminaries were gatekeepers of the former while publishers 
protected the latter. Social media, and other forms of online communication, allow 
anyone, regardless of education, to offer their interpretations of scripture. Such change 
shifts the priestly role away from one of administrator to referee. As Campbell (2007) 
explained, religious leaders are no longer central figures in discussion of theological 
interpretation. Religious individuals feel increasingly comfortable discussing spiritual 
experiences in open forums. Religious leaders are granted an organic form of respect 
stemming from their professional and educational background, but are not viewed as 
exceptional members in the conversation. In other words, Gutenberg and Luther gave 
us access to the text; Zuckerberg, Page, and Brin gave us access to each other. As our 
communication patterns are transformed, those individuals who have served as 
spiritual leaders are reacting to tectonic shifts in how their congregants interact with 
each other and approach the supernatural. The challenge comes in embracing the 
power of ICTs while respecting, and reacting to, potential consequences. Religious 
leaders sit at ground zero of these changes.  

Conclusion 
This study has shown that religious leaders are facing three distinct dialectic tensions as 
they consider adopting and integrating ICTs into their organizational communication 
processes. First, they must balance the potential of these communication tools to share 
information quickly with a broad and diverse audience for minimal amounts of money, 
with the potential to use the same channels to share negative and potentially harmful 
information with the same broad audience. Second, religious leaders struggle to find a 
balance between connecting people who are unable to participate in person with the 
ability for people to lose what respondents in this study saw as a necessary human 
connection through face-to-face interaction. Third, religious leaders are seeking a 
balance between adapting to a society that is increasingly reliant upon ICTs to 
interaction while maintaining a natural and traditional feel to the organization to 
appease or prevent alienation of individuals who may be unable or unwilling to adopt 
these new communication methods. It is clear that churches, and their leadership, face 
some daunting decisions. Reacting to these tensions means walking a fine line between 
tradition and change.  

There is, however, a danger in over-committing to adoption of ICTs in 
religious organizations. The same forces that share important community information 
quickly and easily can be responsible for spreading rumors, gossip, and inaccurate 
information just as rapidly, damaging relationships and undermining organizational 
credibility. The same tools that allow individuals unable to share physical presence can 
become an excuse or replacement for what many consider deep and holy relationships. 
The same transformations that are inviting to some individuals seem foreign and 
uncomfortable to those religious individuals who have constituted the church for 
decades. Considering these perspectives, the church faces a dangerous and problematic 
future that threatens to shake foundations built centuries ago. 

How churches respond to these opposing consequences of new media will 
dictate future direction and success. Religious leaders are aware of these conflicting 
perspectives, and many are forcing administrative bodies into uncomfortable and 
challenging conversations. Some churches are embracing communication media in 
unique and creative ways as a means for connecting and strengthening their 
congregations. Others are avoiding new technologies, insulating their congregations 
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from the transformative changes brought about by ICTs. The most successful 
congregations will be those capable of navigating effectively the dialectics created as 
ICTs continue to reshape the religious landscape. 

This research is limited in its scope and generalizability. Data were only 
collected from one denomination thus limiting the extent to which these ideas 
represent a larger population of religious leaders. Focusing only on the leaders also 
places limits on understanding the perceptions of religious individuals. Moreover, 
because the data were only collected in one state, these views may not be indicative of 
a broader national concept of social media use in religious organizations. Further study 
should consider the role of social media both across denominations and also across 
religious traditions. The present research has shown, however, that ICTs are 
transforming religious organizational processes. Religious leaders are attempting to 
navigate those sweeping changes by weighing the benefits and harms these tools bring 
to their communities. 
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