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Presenting chapters from recognised experts in the field, ‘Digital Religion: 

Understanding Religious Practice in New Media Worlds’ (2013) edited by Prof Heidi 

Campbell is a volume that will appeal to experienced scholars and to those beginning to 

examine some of the key issues and themes in this emerging field. The volume aims to 

provide ‘a critical survey of the study of new media, religion and digital culture for both 

students and scholars new to this area by introducing them to the central areas of research 

inquiry emerging from fifteen years of scholarship on religion and the Internet’ (p. 11). 

This is achieved by dividing the book into three distinct but related sections. Part 1, 

titled ‘Themes in the study of religion and new media’, offers six thematic chapters based on 

key research topics within the study of religion and the Internet.  Part 2, ‘Thematic case 

studies’, presents two case studies of each of these themes using examples from of five of the 

major world religions: Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam and Judaism. Part 3, 

‘Reflections on studying religion and new media’, focuses on more theoretical and 

methodological aspects of investigating digital religion. 

This structure works well. Following a useful introductory chapter (Chapter 1) in 

which Campbell presents a chronological history of how ‘digital religion’ has emerged as a 

scholarly discipline evolving from exploring the “digitalization of religion” to considering the 

contribution that the digital is making to the religious, the thematic discussion begins with a 

chapter on ‘Ritual’ from Christopher Helland (Chapter 2).  Beginning with a discussion of 

how the term “ritual” has been presented by scholars over the years, Helland presents a useful 

mapping of research into online ritual.  He concludes that online ritual should not be regarded 

as an extraordinary activity or dismissed as being inauthentic or superficial, but should in fact 

be studied in greater depth. 
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While space does not allow for an in-depth analysis of each of the chapters in this 

volume, I found the thematic discussions in Part 1 of the book to be particularly useful.  For 

those entering the field, each chapter presents a chronological mapping of research in each 

thematic area demonstrating how research ideas have developed in line with technological 

advances.  This is followed by an analysis of these developments and pointers towards 

possibilities for future research.  In her chapter on Identity (Chapter 3), for example, Lövheim 

investigates how the Internet has been framed as a site of identity construction, negotiation 

and performance.  She focuses on examining how the conditions for forming and presenting 

identity in a digital age differ from face to face settings and concludes that although the 

impact of the internet on identity might weaken religion as a resource for the construction of 

identity as religion loses its plausibility, digital media can actually provide resources for 

religious identity in tune with modern, highly technological and globalized societies. 

Campbell’s chapter on Community (Chapter 4) deals with the question of how community is 

defined in relation to the online context and how the Internet might alter people’s practice of 

community.  She illustrates how online communities existed long before the emergence of 

social media and suggests that rather than community, the network is the social operating 

system of the twenty-first century. 

Similarly, Cheong’s chapter on Authority (Chapter 5) describes how a growing body 

of research points to the recurrent logic of continuity and complementarily of religious 

authority.  She notes that studies to date have highlighted that the Internet ‘facilitates both the 

weakening and strengthening of religious authority’ (p. 82) and suggests that future research 

into religious authority should consider gathering data from a number of sources.  Radde-

Antweiler’s chapter on Authenticity (Chapter 6) explores the extent to which the Internet can 

be considered authentic or real.  She examines how debates about authenticity now impact on 

the ability of traditional authority figures to define what is and is not authentic.  In his chapter 

on Digital Religion (Chapter 7) Grieve notes the role that digital religion plays in providing 

religious internet users with opportunities to navigate the problems created by the fluid nature 

of “liquid modern life”. 

The shorter chapters in Section Two add to the thematic discussions in Section One 

by using a variety of religious traditions to illustrate each theme.  Although interesting in 

themselves, these chapters will be of most interest to those studying the impact of the online 

environment on the particular religious traditions covered.  These chapters do raise the 

interesting question relating to how generic the online manifestations of particular religious 

traditions are.  How do the issues raised in Scheifinger’s chapter on Hindu worship (Chapter 

8) play out in other religious traditions?  How do the online experiences playing ‘Muslim 

Hero’, as described in Sisler’s chapter (Chapter 10), manifest themselves for Buddhists, Sikhs 

and members of other traditions? 

The final section offers useful perspectives on a variety of scholarly aspects of the 

study of digital religion and new media.  The discussion of key theoretical frameworks 

presented by Lundby (Chapter 20) highlights the different ways in which five scholars have 

approached research on religion and new media.  Using a number of historical examples, 
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Johns (Chapter 21) discusses ethical considerations about Internet research, challenging 

assumptions that just because something exists online it is now in the public domain.  

Garner’s chapter on ‘Theology and the new media’ (Chapter 22), focused as it is on 

Christianity, might have fit better in section two alongside other chapter with a particular 

tradition focus.  In his concluding chapter (Chapter 23), Stuart Hoover’s discussion centres 

around a conference on digital religion at which the main presentations were made by 

scholarly and clerical leaders from the three Abrahamic traditions.  He reasserts that, at its 

core, digital religion is fundamentally about religion and spirituality and that consequently 

digital religion is about “the generation of models of practice and the ability to produce 

meaning in the world that relates to the religious” (268). 

Hoover’s concluding chapter does however point to the fact that much research on 

digital religion has tended to focus on the Abrahamic traditions.  It is important that those 

examining digital religion ensure that the online manifestations of the Abrahamic traditions 

do not somehow become the default and only way to view digital religion.  The fact that this 

volume looks to present research from a variety of traditions is to be commended. Overall, 

the strong thematic chapters, variety of traditions and analysis of scholarly issues will lead to 

this volume quickly becoming indispensible for those looking to engage with digital religion. 
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