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Flickering Pixels: How Technology Shapes Your Faith, Shane Hopps 
 Writing erodes memory but can provide new 
knowledge. The Reformation challenged the corruption 
and abuse of the medieval Catholic church through a rise 
in literacy among the masses. Free democratic forms of gov-
ernment tend to take root and thrive in cultures with high liter-
acy rates. 
 A Bible translation is actually a new medium of a 
different language. The church has a history of resisting meth-
odological changes. You cannot change methods without 
changing the message—they’re inseparable. The media 
through which we acquire information are not neutral. 
They have the power to shape us, regardless of content, and 
we cannot evaluate them based solely on their content. A me-
dium is anything that stretches, extends, or amplifies some 
human capacity. When we fail to perceive that the things we 
create are extensions of ourselves, they take on god-like char-
acteristics and we become their servants. 
 Every new medium makes an older technology irrel-
evant or obsolete and retrieves some experience or medium 
from the past. The internet retrieves the telegraph. Painkiller 
drugs attempt to retrieve the comfort of a mother’s womb. The 
surveillance camera retrieves the medieval city wall. Every 
medium, when pushed to an extreme, will reverse on itself 
with unintended consequences. For example, the car increases 
our speed, but having too many cars results in traffic jams or 
accidents, which cause injury and death. 
 As a child with dyslexia, I scored extremely high in 
the area of short-term memory. The fact that I didn’t read or 
write much made me a very different thinker—a different per-
son, actually. What was true for me on an individual level is 
true on a cultural level, too. The broad introduction of liter-
acy into a culture alters the way that culture thinks. Writ-
ing restructures the worldview of entire civilizations. Our 
thinking patterns mirror the things we use to think with.  
 The Chinese use a pictographic alphabet, while the 
West uses a phonetic alphabet. The phonetic alphabet requires 
letters to be organized in linear sequence in order to generate 
meaning, compared to a single Chinese symbol standing alone 
and carrying full meaning. In a basic sense, the phonetic al-
phabet is linear, sequential, and abstract; the Chinese alphabet 
is holistic intuitive, and more concrete. Because we become 
what we behold, the East and the West began thinking in 
ways that mirror their respective alphabets. The tools we 
use to think shape the way we think.  
 The printing press had been in existence in China for 
nearly 800 years before its European debut in the 1400s, and 
yet had none of the same liberating intellectual effects it had in 
the West. The simple explanation is efficiency. The Chinese 
language just wasn’t very efficient. The idea of using the 

printing press for mass communication in China made as 
much sense as creating a computer keyboard with 80,000 
keys. The invention of the phonetic alphabet helped shape 
Western thought, but its true force became apparent only after 
it was channeled through the medium of print. Three media 
ingredients—paper, printing, and the alphabet—combined to 
ignite an explosion of nuclear proportions. In Gutenberg’s 
printing press, the phonetic alphabet was given a mega-
phone to amplify its reach. The printing press was the first 
assembly line, the archetype for nearly every kind of mechani-
zation that followed. 
 The linear arrangement of pews in churches didn’t 
exist before the printing press. The medieval church didn’t 
have pews—just a wide-open space for standing. After the 
printing press, church seating started to mirror the page of a 
book. The impact of the printed medium is nearly endless. It 
not only led to a restructuring of physical space, it restruc-
tured our imagination and beliefs as well. Under the force 
of the printed word, the gospel message was efficiently 
compressed into a linear sequential formula: apologize for 
your sins + believe in Jesus = go to heaven. Medieval cathe-
drals told the stories of the Bible in elaborate stained-glass 
windows. The print age preference for linear reasoning and 
suspicion of feelings is well illustrated by the “Four Spiritual 
Laws,” an evangelistic tract by the late Bill Bright. According 
to Bright, the engine of fact will run with or without a caboose 
of feeling, and faith follows fact. 
 During the Middle Ages, before the invention of the 
printing press, the letters of Paul were seldom taught because 
their complex messages could not be captured in stained-glass 
scenes or illustrated prayer books. The printing press not only 
resuscitated the letters of Paul, but helped cultivate the reason-
ing skills necessary in culture to comprehend his message. 
This is one reason why Martin Luther’s rediscovery of Paul’s 
letters resonated with print culture in a way it couldn’t have 
before that point. Linear reasoning became the primary means 
of understanding and propagating faith. This led to a belief 
that the gospel could be established and received only through 
reason and fact. Protestant Christianity is a by-product of a 
single medium—the printed Bible. Without printing, no 
one could have challenged the authority of the pope. Print-
ing makes us prefer cognitive modes of processing while at 
the same time atrophying our appreciation for mysticism, intu-
ition, and emotion. It can even make us suspicious of feelings, 
especially as they interact with our “logical” faith. 
 However, when the print mind reverses, it tends to 
devalue the heart. But the heart does not take kindly to being 
ignored or restrained. Perhaps the most damaging effect of 
suppressing the heart is deadened desire. Our head is not home 
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for the divine, but our heart. There is a difference between 
knowing about God and knowing God. 
 I had a much better memory before I could read well. 
In fact, many people living in oral cultures have remarkable 
memories. The invention of writing gave people the luxury of 
thinking apart from the tribe without the concern of those 
thoughts disappearing. As reading and writing became availa-
ble to more and more people, the community was no longer 
needed to retain teachings. In pre-literate societies, a person’s 
identity is bound to the tribe; the notion of the individual has 
little importance. However, the technology of writing, re-
gardless of content, weakens and even destroys tribal 
bonds and profoundly amplifies the value of the individu-
al. Oral cultures can find it difficult to gain distance from oth-
ers or themselves. This can lead to a spirituality that is almost 
entirely communal in character, including the communal na-
ture of faith. Psychologists would diagnose an oral culture as 
emotionally “enmeshed.” Writing gives people the luxury to 
act without reacting. It provides detachment that can help pro-
duce a measure of objectivity, intellectual clarity, and perspec-
tive. 
 We started reading Scripture under the illusion we 
could know God’s mind with unbiased clarity of vision. But 
the subjective experience of our lives magnifies certain as-
pects of Scripture while reducing the importance of others. 
18th century revivalists Edwards and Whitefield preached 4-
hour sermons with complex reasoning, lengthy sentence con-
struction, and dense technical language which brought great 
revival. While these preachers had great intellects, their influ-
ence reveals the most about the nature of their audiences. I 
don’t know many people today who could sit through a 4-
hour sermon, let alone be moved to tears and convert on 
the spot. But in a culture so thoroughly shaped by the printed 
word, those 18th-cnetury audiences not only had the capacity 
to receive these sermons, but seemed to prefer this style.  
 One of the hallmarks of modernity was the belief in 
the existence of absolute Truth. Morse’s invention, the tele-
graph, dramatically altered the way we relate to infor-
mation by breaking the historic connection between com-
munication and transportation. This spectacular technologi-
cal breakthrough would alter more than just the way people 
communicated—it would change their worldview. For the 
millennia that preceded the telegraph, information was local, 
rooted in a context, and wrapped in history to provide meaning 
and coherence. But now information increasingly became a 
commodity in itself, something that could be bought and sold 
at a price determined by how fast and far it traveled, not 
whether is was meaningful or useful. Our challenge become 
figuring out how to prioritize and find meaning in the mosaic 
of events. Because our thinking mirrors the pattern of our me-

dia, eventually we find it only natural to deny the existence of 
absolute Truth, an overarching story that organizes and makes 
sense of all other truths. 
 Sergy Brin and Oarry Page are the math wizards who 
founded Google. They are hoping to solve the world’s prob-
lems one algorithm at a time. Images and words now com-
pete for the same job. In reality, however, neither medium can 
accomplish what the other can. the technology of writing, 
regardless of content, weakens and even destroys tribal 
bonds and profoundly amplifies the value of the individu-
al. Images are processed primarily in the right hemisphere, 
which specializes in intuition and holistic perception rather 
than linear analysis. I apprehend an image all at once, while I 
read text word-by-word and line-by-line. One consequence is 
that our political discourse is now based on intuition rather 
than reason. In the most basic sense, the image reduces our 
capacity for abstract thought and heightens our appreciation of 
intuition and emotion. The flickering mosaic of pixilated light 
repatterns neural pathways in the brain. These new pathways 
are simply opposed to the pathways required for reading, writ-
ing, and sustained concentration.  Reading, on the other hand, 
is brain protein—it demands concentration and sustained neu-
ral energy. This practice is also generative. Powerful capaci-
ties are created which are not naturally developed by the brain, 
resulting in ever-more nuanced skills of discernment, logic, 
and reasoning. The good news is that children are resilient; 
regardless of their youthful media habits, they’ll survive. But 
we have a chance to make their life easier in a culture that 
demands the mastery of reading and writing. All it takes is the 
push of an off button. 
 A movie based on a book is never as good as the 
book. Written words stimulate and liberate the imagina-
tion, while images usually captivate it. This makes it impos-
sible for the finite choices of a movie director to match the 
infinite choices of a book’s readers. Image culture is eroding 
and undermining imaginative creativity. Our minds become 
lethargic and passive beneath the torrent of images, simply 
awaiting fresh stimulation. 
 However, there is one unexpected gift of image cul-
ture. In an image-saturated culture, the concrete life-stories 
of Jesus gain traction once again. The age of image re-
stores a right-brain preference for parable and story over 
theology and doctrine. The life of Jesus is a story and is be-
coming the interpretive center of the New Testament. Much of 
evangelical Christianity is witnessing a subtle shift from its 
heritage of abstract doctrine to more concrete ethics. That 
means we focus more today on how we behave than how we 
believe. The shift from emphasizing our intellectual beliefs 
to the ethics of following is a direct consequence of the in-
fluence of images. Belief is not absent or irrelevant. Instead, 
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our beliefs are judged by their fruit—how they change the 
world while we’re here. We become what we behold. 
 Thomas was a follower of Jesus who wasn’t a believ-
er. Conversion for the disciples was marked by an unfolding 
series of discoveries. Their conversion was not a single event 
so much as a gradual process. As images displace the word, 
our thinking patterns and preferences change. We learn to love 
life’s unified continuums—the very things images can best 
depict. Our culture comes to believe that strict categories 
oversimplify the complex mystery of God’s relationship to His 
people and the dynamic reality of a life of faith. Categoriza-
tion is still alive and well in our culture, but the emphasis and 
importance is waning. The colors of faith change through sea-
sons of grief and hope, passion and despair. No one has it all 
figured out all the time—both Christians and non-Christians 
need ongoing conversion. Jesus didn’t tell us to make believ-
ers. He called us to make disciples, and disciples are followers 
and students of the way of God. Conversion can feel like a 
light switch has been flipped or a gradual brightening of a long 
darkness.  
 To condemn the paparazzi is like condemning the 
butcher while eating a steak. Our culture has descended to a 
place where even the natural beauty of a supermodel is not 
beautiful enough. The medium of images draws our attention 
away from the inner life and toward the appearance of things, 
and this has serious implications for the soul. Television, film 
and video are powerful generators of emotional experience. 
This is their great strength. When used in the hands of a skill-
ful artist, they can open and penetrate deeper realities. But 
most of the time images direct us to the surface of things. 
 Radio and television caused a reversal of sorts. It 
returned our culture to the experience of the tribal camp-
fire with its shared stories, songs, and banter. To participate in 
a radio event, you listen in at the same moment as thousands 
or millions of others. You were connected to a much larger 
shared experience on September 11, 2001. The millions of us 
who watched the catastrophic events on television witnessed 
the same event at the same moment from the same camera 
angles—this was a group experience on a global scale.  
 The paradoxical effect of mobile technology on our 
culture is its remarkable capacity to bring those far away much 
closer, while at the same time making those near us more dis-
tant. If oral culture is tribal and literate, culture is individual. 
The electronic age is essentially a tribe of individuals, a con-
fused state of being in which we are thrown together from far-
off places. We desire connection and community in our in-
creasingly nomadic existence—yet we wander around the 
globe without every knowing or being known. Authentic 
community involves high degrees of intimacy, permanence, 

and proximity. If your brother sins against you, don’t email 
him about it. Instead go directly to him. 
 America was born at the height of the print age. 
The 1st Amendment claims an inherent right to intellectual 
freedom, private judgment, and individuality. These values 
directly reflect the bias of the print mind. Our deep individual-
ism is partly to blame for the high failure rate of intentional 
communities and marriages. 
 Power is derived from information control. Exclu-
sive access to information grants a certain degree of authority 
to doctors, lawyers, and mechanics and is why many parents 
are terrified by the savvy with which their kids navigate the 
latest technology. This shift marks the first time in the his-
tory of the world that parents have limited access to the 
world of teens and children. Printing empowered adults. It 
led to a more pronounced elevation of adults over children and 
dramatically extended the duration of childhood. Our age has 
seen the disappearance of childhood. This is the great reversal 
of the digital age. This alters cultural values, norms, and ex-
pectations. Parents have reduced ability to provide over-
sight, boundaries, or direction to their kids. Establishing 
boundaries is paramount to the development of young people. 
Boundaries are a powerful expression of parental love and 
protection, and without them kids experience unconscious 
anxiety and insecurity. When emotional security is compro-
mised, development stalls and adolescence extends well into 
adulthood or even indefinitely. 
 Our culture has a shrinking preference and aptitude 
for reading books, especially complex ones, and if the Bible is 
anything, it is complex. So, it should not surprise us to see a 
growing biblical illiteracy in the electronic age. Left-brain 
muscles are an essential tool for understanding the Bible. 
Large portions of the Bible are growing faint and becoming 
inaccessible to the lethargic left-brain.  
 The print age led to an efficient gospel. The image 
gospel is now moving beyond cognitive propositions and line-
ar formulas to embrace the power of story and intuition. We 
move from understanding salvation as a light switch to seeing 
it as a gradual illuminating. We recover the conviction to fol-
low Jesus in every aspect of life rather than merely with the 
mind. In 1 Corinthians 6:19 “Do you not know that your body 
is a temple of the Holy Spirit,” you is plural and body is singu-
lar. The church community is the temple of the Holy Spirit.  
 Digital space has the extraordinary ability to create 
vast superficial social networks, but it is ill-suited to generate 
intimate and meaningful human connections. Media and tech-
nology have far less power to shape us when we understand 
them. 
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[You cannot change methods without changing the message—
they’re inseparable. The media through which we acquire in-
formation are not neutral. The East and the West began think-
ing in ways that mirror their respective alphabets. The tools 
we use to think shape the way we think. Under the force of the 
printed word, the gospel message was efficiently compressed 
into a linear sequential formula. Protestant Christianity is a by-
product of a single medium—the printed Bible. Without print-
ing, no one could have challenged the authority of the pope. 
The technology of writing weakens and even destroys tribal 
bonds and profoundly amplifies the value of the individual. 
Written words stimulate and liberate the imagination, while 

images usually captivate it. Our political discourse is now 
based on intuition rather than reason. Written words stimulate 
and liberate the imagination, while images usually captivate it. 
The shift from emphasizing our intellectual beliefs to the eth-
ics of following is a direct consequence of the influence of 
images. America was born at the height of the print age. Pow-
er is derived from information control. This shift marks the 
first time in the history of the world that parents have limited 
access to the world of teens and children. Parents have re-
duced ability to provide oversight, boundaries, or direction to 
their kids. We move from understanding salvation as a light 
switch to seeing it as a gradual illuminating.]

 


