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Digital Wisdom for a Digital Age: Spirituality and Technology in the 21* Century'

Michael J. Paulus, Jr., and Ryan Ingersoll®

Introduction

In 2011, the Seattle Pacific University Library established a new service area for students called
the Tech Desk. Initially conceived as a place where students could get help with and access to
technologies needed for academic work, this program quickly became an incubator for ideas and
innovations around meeting students’ technological needs. In 2014, we surveyed our largely
“millennial” undergraduate population to assess the program and explore ways of enhancing it.
Results from this survey, which are consistent with other research that complicates the notion of
“digital natives,” revealed that our students desire and need help thinking about the role of
technology in their spiritual lives. Before providing a summary of these results, we recall the
long history of technology that has preceded our present moment in time. We conclude with a
response to the needs highlighted in the survey by introducing the concept of and an approach to
digital wisdom, which links attention, analysis, and action in the use of digital technologies.
Digital wisdom is an important disposition for our students if they are to flourish in our high-tech
city and world.

Technology through the Ages

We tend to think that information overload is a modern or current problem, but there has always
been too much to know. The wisdom book of Ecclesiastes concludes with the admission, “Of
making many books there is no end, and much study is a weariness of the flesh.”” New
communication technologies, such as writing and scrolls in the time of Ecclesiastes, increase
knowledge as well as access to it. These technologies also help us sort, select, store, synthesize,
and share knowledge so that we may become wiser.* But this depends on our wise use of them.

“Technology” can refer to artifacts—“hard” technologies, such as a hammer, book, or a
computer. It can also refer to the application of specialized knowledge, such as the “soft”
technologies of carpentry, publishing, or coding. Both forms of technology are tied to the history
and future of the City—Cain’s primordial Enoch, Solomon’s historic Jerusalem, and our current
cities—which are important places of technologically-aided human progress. As villages evolved
into cities, settlers developed technological tools, institutions, and infrastructures such as the
temple, palace, arsenal, court, bank, store, library, and school. After the fall of the great city
Rome, Augustine wrote in the City of God that every earthly city “displays its own presence” but
also signifies “the Heavenly City,” the New Jerusalem.” At the end of his Apocalypse, John saw
the rulers of the world bringing their glories into the New Jerusalem—a reversal of what
happened at the City of Babel.®



Moving from the lost paradisiacal Garden toward the eschatological City, there have been a
number of technological revolutions: the invention of writing some 6,000 years ago; the
invention of the bound codex some 2,000 years ago; the invention of mass produced texts and
literacy beginning about 500 years ago; the invention of new electronic media and networked
technologies, which began over 150 years ago with the telegraph; and, within the last 25 years,
we have seen internet, social media, and mobile technologies become nearly ubiquitous.

Each technological change awakens ancient anxieties and ambitions. Consider, for example, the
range of responses to the availability of mass print in the nineteenth century. One response was
that of the author in Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground. Overwhelmed with the
knowledge and publications of his time, the unnamed anti-hero misses the opportunity for love
and a new life and withdraws from the industrial city and its bureaucratic information control
system. Another response was Seren Kierkegaard’s, who criticized the popular press for creating
and fueling unfocused and uncommitted curiosity.” Yet another, and rather different approach,
was taken by the benevolent empire of the early nineteenth-century American church, which
innovatively used new communication technologies to fill the country with Bibles, tracts,
Sunday-school literature, and other books—all of which missionaries brought into the Pacific
Northwest, along with churches, schools, libraries, and other literary institutions.®

We can easily apply Dostoevsky’s and Kierkegaard’s critiques and responses to our always
updated now of internet time. But how, like the early American church, might we bring the
wisdom of the past into our present condition so that we may use new technologies for the
advancement of wisdom? And what unique opportunities do we have within the distinctive
culture of Cascadia, with our dramatic and expansive landscapes that create a sense of deep
protologies—what Douglas Coupland describes as the “unshakable sense that the undiscovered
world is ... larger than the world we think we know.” Or with our history of optimism and
utopianism oriented toward innovative eschatologies?'’ Or with our entrepreneurial spirit that
engages us actively in the present? In his contribution to the book Cascadia the Elusive Utopia,
Mark Wexler points to our region as model for the future, in which “The quest is to place the
machine in the garden and see to it that each, in harmony, thrives.”"'

Knowledge in the Digital Age

In 2001, Marc Prensky popularized the term “digital natives” to described those who, born after
1980, grew up with new digital technologies and were therefore more familiar with them.'? It is
true that so-called digital natives are extensive users of new technologies: 96% use the internet,
84% use social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram), and 97% have cell
phones."? But familiarity does not necessarily translate into facility. Social media and youth
researcher danah boyd, whose recent book is appropriately titled /t’s Complicated, writes:

Just because teens are comfortable using social media to hang out does not mean that
they’re fluent in or with technology. Many teens are not nearly as digitally adept as the



often-used assumption that they are “digital natives” would suggest ... many teens are
more likely to be digital naives than digital natives."

Prensky now deemphasizes the notion of “digital natives” and emphasizes instead the need for
“digital wisdom”: the wise use of digital technologies to become wiser.'” To thrive in our high-
tech place and time in history, so-called digital natives (not to mention digital immigrants and
digital exiles) need to learn how to become people of digital wisdom.

When the SPU Library Tech Desk launched in the fall of 2011, the focus was on addressing
immediate and known student needs: providing access to tools needed for academic work,
training for using those tools, and collaborative work spaces in which to use them. Within its first
three years, the Tech Desk recorded over 9,400 in-person consultations for software training and
use, and loaned laptops, iPads, video recording equipment, and other tools over 12,500 times."°
Over time, we gained an anecdotally informed understanding of our students’ technological
competencies based on their use of our tools, training, and spaces. In early 2014, we surveyed
our undergraduate students to assess our program and understand better the role of technology in
their academic, professional or vocational, and spiritual development. The survey focused on
digital technologies currently provided and most questions were open-ended. We had a response
rate of about 24% (812 responses), with good representation from undergraduate areas of study;
91% of the respondents were aged 18-22; 73.5% of the respondents were female.

In the areas of academic and professional development, our results reflected comparable studies:
students need help accessing and using new technologies, as well as understanding how these are
changing disciplines and professions.'” The most revealing part of our survey came from
questions we asked about technology and spirituality. First, we asked, “Are there tech tools you
consider important for your spiritual life?””'® An overwhelming majority—=86.4%—responded
“no,” with one student responding, “Umm ... I worship GOD not a computer.” Another wrote, “I
don't really think about technology when I connect with God.” And another said, “This is
absolutely ridiculous. Of course not.” Those who answered “yes” provided 113 examples of
specific technologies that were important for them, including Bible study software, mobile
devices, social media, and audio/video equipment.

Many students became more reflective as they answered subsequent questions, nuancing or
contradicting their initial answers. In response to the next question in this section, which asked
about technologies used to connect with God and others, respondents—including 12% of those
who answered the first question negatively—provided 205 examples of technologies they use in
their spiritual lives: 27% mentioned the use of social media, such as Facebook and Instagram;
25% mentioned digital texts, such as devotionals; 17% mentioned research resources, such as
Blue Letter Bible; and 11% mentioned tools for listening to sermons, worship music, or other
spiritual content.



Some students were rather reflective about and interested in the integration of technology in their
spiritual lives. One said, “My camera I can use to take pictures of God's beautiful creation and
share them with others to proclaim the glory of God.” Another wrote, “Technology can be used
to access God's word and create a space and focus for worship.” Another explained, “Even the
simplest tech tools can allow you to be more efficient and also produce the best possible product.
When you think of your work as something that should be glorifying God, I think it can be
beneficial to your spiritual life.” And another claimed, “I use the Xbox to communicate with non
believers and bring a Christian perspective to Call of Duty.” Most students, however, were not
certain how technology related to spirituality. One student wrote, “I'm not sure how my spiritual
life can relate to this. I think it would create more distraction.” Eighteen students expressed
interest in learning more about the relationship between technology and spirituality. The more
we learn about youth and digital technologies, the more we see that wisdom is needed for every
facet of their lives.

Wisdom for a Digital Age

The final words of wisdom in Ecclesiastes are about God’s word: “Fear God and keep his
commandments.”"” To keep the commandments, which are summarized in the Decalogue or
“Ten Words,” is to focus attention on the love of God and the love of neighbor. Attention—the
ability to select and focus on discrete information for action within an information-rich
environment—has been described by Howard Rheingold and others as the most important
twenty-first century discipline or literacy.? It is also, Rheingold points out, “a fundamental
building block” for human relationships and collaboration.”*' Operative at two different levels,
attention includes an internally focused “narrative network,” which links past memories with
future plans, as well as an externally focused “direct experience network,” which perceives more
immediate information.”* The Ten Words encompass and integrate both types of attention,
directing attention to the past, future, and present—to memories, expectations, and direct
experiences of divine and human love.”

In “Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a View to the Love of God,” Simone
Weil describes how attention, as both direct perception and as a narrative framework, functions
in study. She says that attention consists of “suspending thought, leaving it detached, empty, and
ready to be penetrated by the object ... waiting, not seeking anything, but ready to receive in its
naked truth the object that is to penetrate it.” But it also means “holding in our minds, within
reach of this thought, but on a lower level and not in contact with it, the diverse knowledge we
have acquired which we are forced to make use of.” She illustrates the relationship between
receptive thought and already formulated thoughts by describing “a man on a mountain who, as
he looks forward, sees also below him, without actually looking at them, a great many forests
and plains.”** The suspension of one’s self, to make room for the present reality of something or
someone else, is the key to study as well as prayer. The love of God and the love of neighbor,
she says, “have attention for their substance.”*



It is hard to cultivate attention, both as a sustained internal narrative framework and as
immediate external receptive focus, when we are jacked into an overfull present of present time
in which there is a tendency, as Douglas Rushkoff observes, for “narrativity and goals [to be]
surrendered to a skewed notion of the real and the immediate.”*® Blaise Pascal, who reflected
much on the seemingly infinite human capacity for distraction and what it reveals about human
nature, noted: “I have often said that the sole cause of man’s unhappiness is that he does not
know how to stay quietly in his room.”*’ Pascal’s speculation was recently confirmed in a study
in which participants demonstrated their preference for self-administered electric shocks to
“being left alone with their thoughts.”*® The conflict, as Pascal describes it, is between a drive to
be occupied and a desire for rest—the attentive balance between work and rest that is prescribed
at the heart of the Ten Words in the Sabbath commandment.

With so many distractions—especially digitally mediated distractions—all of us need help
cultivating attention, which is the beginning of digital wisdom: attention to and reflection on
one’s identity, intentions, and integration of digital information and technologies. This is
followed by the acquisition and analysis of digital information and technologies, which includes
search, selection, and synthesis. Then comes action, shaped by community values, the ethics and
responsibilities of citizenship in digital spaces, and the call to become co-creators with God and
others.

In the early twentieth century, corporations had vice presidents of electricity. Eventually, as this
technology was integrated into operations and facilities, such positions were no longer needed. In
the not-too-distant future, we will come into a postdigital world: the digital revolution will be
over; digital technologies such as the internet and mobile computing will flow through our lives
“like electricity”*’; and our current “experiential disjuncture,” the digital dualism we perceive
between digital and non-digital materiality, will collapse.” To be wise in this coming age—to
use all technologies wisely to become wiser—each of us will need to have engaged some
fundamental questions:

What is my digital identity?

What is my digital vocation or mission?

What does healthy digital integration look like?
Who is my digital neighbor?

A e

How can I use digital technologies as a medium of creation?
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