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Abstract:  

Through a case study of the Facebook page of a Jewish Orthodox environmental project based in 

Germany, this paper explores the ways in which religion and modernity might be made compatible 

and what role digital media plays in such interaction. On the basis of the empirical material 

gathered for this paper, the author presents a typology of religious-environmental processes of 

hybridization. The analysis draws from the concepts of multiple modernities, public religions and 

religious branding in order to discuss whether the combination of religion and modernity is enabled 

or compromised by the collapsing of boundaries between the public sphere and the marketplace in 

late modern societies. The findings suggest that Facebook and its affordances make possible the 

particular intersections of religion and environmentalism, of public sphere and marketplace, that are 

characteristic of the case under study. 
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1. Introduction and research questions 

 

 Are religion and modernity compatible? If so, what is the role of digital media in their 

relationship? The possibility of people being “fully modern and fully religious” – as Grace Davie 

(2007: ix) put it – has been a matter of concern for the field of the sociology of religion since the 

secularisation paradigm entered in crisis (Davie 2000, p. 64). In this paper I would like to present a 

case study that suggests that modernity and religion can be made compatible along the lines of 

Shmuel N. Eisenstadt's (2002) concept of “multiple modernities” and José Casanova's (1994) 

“public religions”. This case also underlines the increasing interest of communities and/or religious 

organisations in online literacy and the consequences this has for the ways such organisations 

manage their public image (cf. Campbell & Lövheim 2011, p. 1089). Finally, this paper hopes to 

make a contribution towards filling a research gap in the study of religion in social networking sites, 

a dearth of research particularly acute in relation to the presence of Judaism in Facebook (cf. 

Abrams et al. 2013, p. 145).  

 

 The case I will present is based on the Facebook page of a project devoted to environmental 

issues and Judaism called Jews Go Green. This project started in Germany in late November 2011 

and its main arenas of activity are:  

 

1) workshops on-site in communities all over Germany 

2) a website with further information, documents,links and  

3) a Facebook page (figure one) 
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fig. 1: header of the Jews Go Green Facebook page (07/05/2014) 

 

 The Facebook page was created on 11/21/2011 and at the last count (07/05/2014) had 415 

followers. Jews Go Green is run by the Central Council of Jews in Germany, the main umbrella 

organisation for Jewish communities in Germany with approximately. 105,000 members.
1
 In terms 

of religious affiliation, the Central Council is mainly composed of Orthodox communities and it 

represents an Orthodox point of view on religious issues. Accordingly, all the materials hosted by 

the Jews Go Green website must be previously approved by an Orthodox rabbi. The Facebook 

page, on the other hand, does not undergo any rabbinical supervision (Kaplon 2012). 

 

 This paper is structured in sections. Section Two provides the main theoretical framework 

for this paper, including the aforementioned concepts of “multiple modernities” (Eisenstadt 2002) 

and “public religions” (Casanova 1994), as well as Mara Einstein's (2008) “brands of faith”. 

Through the interplay of those different theoretical perspectives, this paper articulates a secondary 

research question: are the public sphere
2
 and the marketplace compatible or does branding 

compromise the public role of religion (Casanova 1994)? Section Three provides the necessary 

background information on the Jewish communities affiliated with the Central Council of Jews in 

Germany, with special focus on the high average age and the large percentage of members from 

Former Soviet Union (FSU) countries. That section illuminates the rationale behind a project such 

as Jews Go Green and its use of Facebook to reach out to a coveted young audience. Section Four 

presents the empirical material and methodology used for this paper while Section Five goes into a 

                                                           

1 Source: website of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, http://www.zentralratdjuden.de/de/topic/5.html. 

Retrieved 06/24/2013. 

2  Regarding the question if social networking sites can be considered part of the public sphere, see Rasmussen (2013) 

for an affirmative though qualified answer.  
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more detailed discussion of three pairs of samples from the empirical material. Each pair of 

samples, in turn, introduces three specific ways in which the link between Judaism and 

environmentalism is established: through association, appropriation and reclaiming. This is in line 

with Eisenstadt’s (2002, p. 23) understanding of how different groups and movements adopt 

modernity “in their own terms”. Section Six discusses in some detail three of the samples presented 

in the previous section and suggests a typology for processes of hybridization in a religious context. 

Section Seven explores the tensions between public religion and branded religion that are at the 

core of this paper, while Section Eight discusses the ways in which Facebook has become the 

platform of choice for Jews Go Green in order to attempt a combination of religion and modernity. 

This paper suggests that Facebook makes possible the particular intersections of religion and 

environmentalism and of public sphere and marketplace that are characteristic of the case under 

study.  

 

2. Theoretical perspectives 

 

In the foundational period of the sociology of religion in 19
th

 century Europe, the vision 

shared by Auguste Comte and Karl Marx among others was that the process of modernisation 

would inevitably lead to the end of religion (cf. Davie 2007, p. 47–49; Furseth & Repstad, 2006, p. 

29–32). Comte famously spoke of a three stage historical model culminating in the current scientific 

stage in which religion would have no part. For Marx, the future communist society would have no 

need for the false hopes and gratifications provided by religion. Émile Durkheim, in turn, predicted 

that the state would take over religion and transform it into a cult of reason and the individual 

(Furseth & Repstad 2006, p. 32–34). In the 1950s, the modernisation-equals-secularisation 

approach was aptly summarised by Daniel Lerner's (1958, p. 405) disjunctive “Mecca or 

mechanization”. However, as we enter the 21
st
 century there are no signs that religion has gone 

away. The opposite seems rather to be the case (cf. Davie 2013, p. ix-xx). Likewise, processes of 

modernisation are taking place in other parts of the world without necessarily following the 

European pattern (Eisenstadt 2002). If we take both phenomena into account, the persistence of 

religion and the development of non-European processes of modernisation, the question we should 

be asking is if religion and modernity – a process among other things characterized by structural 

differentiation (Eisenstadt 2000) – are indeed compatible after all. 

 

One way to start answering this question is through Eisenstadt's (2002) notion of “multiple 
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modernities”. Eisenstadt (2002, p. 23) defines the processes in which multiple modernities are 

constructed as “attempts by various groups and movements to reappropriate and redefine the 

discourse of modernity in their own terms”. Modernity is characterised by its “continual 

constitution and reconstitution of a multiplicity of cultural programs” (Eisenstadt 2002, p. 2). 

Within modernity, Eisenstadt (2002, p. 1, 2) acknowledges a “general trend toward structural 

differentiation” but he adds that while the multiple institutional and ideological patterns that have 

emerged in our time are “distinctively modern”, they are “greatly influenced by specific cultural 

premises, traditions and historical experiences”. In light of all this, Eisenstadt (2002, p. 2) concludes 

that “modernity and westernisation are not identical”. 

 

The concept of multiple modernities has been fruitfully applied to the study of different 

economic systems such as communism (Arnason 2002), geographical areas such as South & East 

Asia and Latin America (Kaviraj 2002; Ortiz 2002; Weiming 2002) and religions such as Islam 

(Eickelman 2002; Göle 2002). Furthermore, the notion of multiple modernities has also been used 

to describe different diasporas: Indian, Chinese and Mexican (Tambiah 2002). In this paper, I intend 

to discuss one particular case in which religious and diasporic elements are combined in terms of 

Eisenstadt's multiple modernities. 

 

In the course of this paper, I would also like to explore José Casanova's (1994) notion of 

“public religions” as an application of multiple modernities. Casanova provides three instances in 

which religion is legitimated to participate in the public sphere, understood in Habermasian terms 

(Habermas 1989). Those religious institutions that conform to one of the three instances described 

by Casanova can be considered to engage in a form of public religion, that is, they are legitimised to 

participate in the public sphere qua religions. The first and third instances deal with religion's right 

to protect itself (its religious freedom and “life-world”) from the encroachment of secular actors, 

while the second instance focuses on religion's right to question the autonomy of the secular sphere 

when ethical issues are at stake (Casanova 1994, p. 57-58).  

 

If we consider environmentalism as an ethical movement, the case discussed in this paper 

would fit in the second instance of Casanova's model. The main difference here is that the ethical 

criticism expressed by Jews Go Green is not usually associated with religion (at least in the biblical 

traditions) but rather with a secular discourse originally rooted in the natural sciences, i.e. 

environmentalism (cf. Lynn T. White's (1967) influential thesis on how environmental concerns 

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:20:12PM
via free access

http://jrmdc.com/


P a g e  | 62 

 

Journal of Religion, Media and Digital Culture  Volume 3 Issue 2 (August 2014) 

http://jrmdc.com   

have historically been considered antithetical to the biblical traditions). At the same time, the 

purpose of the Facebook page is not solely or even mainly political. It could be argued that Jews Go 

Green also aims at presenting religion in a positive light by associating it with a secular discourse 

that is highly esteemed by one or several groups in society, thus increasing the chances for visibility 

and popularity. In a media-dominated environment, this association of religion with non-religious 

elements for the sake of gaining visibility can be described in terms of Mara Einstein's (2008) 

branding of religion.  

 

In her book, Einstein (2008, p. x) sets out to explore the “interrelationship between religion 

and marketing”. She claims that certain religious organisations have adopted branding and 

marketing strategies to reach out to an increasing number of followers (Einstein 2008, p. xi). 

According to Einstein (2008, p. 70), branding is a way to create meaning for consumers and to 

introduce them to a product that is “more than the sum of [its] parts”. As marketer Douglas Atkin 

put it, “people today pay for meaning more than they pray for it” (as quoted in Einstein 2008, p. 

73). As a result, brands and mass media have come to play an important role in identity formation, 

displacing other institutions such as family, friends and religious organisations (Einstein 2008, p. 

74). The two main purposes of branding and marketing are to create loyalty among consumers and 

to expand the consumer base (Einstein 2008, p. 71, 93). Einstein argues that certain religious 

organisations have taken on the techniques and logic of branding to attract followers in an 

increasing competitive and media-saturated environment that makes it difficult for those religious 

groups to make themselves heard (Einstein 2008, p. xii). Einstein (2008, p. 93-94) also cautions that 

the parallel processes of branding and marketing are not just a matter of packaging and selling but 

they also have important consequences for the content of religion. Following the market logic 

means that products, including religion, are adjusted to appeal to consumers’ tastes. The religious 

organisations studied by Einstein are characterised by the presence of charismatic leaders, a 

theology of positive messages and prosperity, a penchant for large gatherings and celebrity culture, 

as well as a broad commercial offer of religious products and services. Examples of those 

organisations are Christian megachurches and the Kabbalah Centre in the US (Einstein 2008). 

Although those organisations are very different in their make-up and operation from the Central 

Council of Jews in Germany, this paper will argue that a similar process of religious branding is 

taking place in a project sponsored by the latter, i.e. Jews Go Green. A significant difference is that 

while the megachurches and the Kabbalah Centre focus on growth, the main concern of the Central 

Council of Jews in Germany is to preserve the loyalties of already existing members located in the 
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lower age brackets. 

 

3. The Jewish communities in Germany 

 

Before presenting the empirical material, it is important to put a project such as Jews Go 

Green in the larger context of the Jewish communities in Germany. Between 1991 and 2005 the 

Jewish community affiliated to the Central Council of Jews in Germany grew from 33.692 to 

107.677 members (Bassewitz 2012, p. 1). That period coincided with the refugee quota 

(Kontingentflüchtlinge) approved by the German state for immigrants with different degrees of 

Jewish affiliation coming from Former Soviet Union (FSU) countries (Ben-Rafael et al. 2010, p. 

35). During those years, 225.572 immigrants from FSU countries with different degrees of Jewish 

affiliation arrived in Germany under the quota program (Haug 2007, p. 9). Given the official policy 

of state atheism in the Soviet Union, a large percentage of those immigrants had no particular 

connection with Jewish culture or religion previous to their arrival to Germany. As a result, many of 

the immigrants did not join any Jewish organisation.  

Currently, the Central Council of Jews has approx. 105.000 members, of whom approx. 

70.000 are first or second generation immigrants from FSU countries.
3
 In spite of their relatively 

large numbers, the Jews affiliated with the Central Council have an unusually high average age 

compared to the general population. In 2012, 70% of the members were over 40 years old and the 

largest amount of members (18.302) in any age bracket were those  between ages 71 and 80 

(Bassewitz 2012, p. 3). Given the high average age of the community, reaching out to young people 

has become a priority.
4
 

                                                           

3 Source: website of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, http://www.zentralratdjuden.de/de/topic/324.html. 

Retrieved 06/24/2013. 

4  Kaplon, 2012. For a more recent source, see for instance the statement published by the Zentralwohlfahrtsstelle der 

Juden in Deutschland, the main welfare organisation for the Jewish communities in Germany: “Vor dem 

Hintergrund der zunehmenden Überalterung wird es auch zukünftig das Anliegen der ZWST sein, attraktive und 

zielgerechte Angebote für die älteren Gemeindemitglieder zu schaffen. Der Schwerpunkt unserer Jugendarbeit liegt 

auf der Nachwuchsförderung und der stärkeren Vernetzung der jungen jüdischen Generation. Eine aktive 

Jugendarbeit bekommt ein zunehmendes Gewicht, da sich aus dieser Generation der Nachwuchs für das in den 

Gemeinden benötigte Personal rekrutiert. Vor allem die junge Generation bietet eine große Chance für die 

Stabilisierung und den innovativen Strukturwandel in der jüdischen Gemeinschaft.”  

 

Translation by Oriol Poveda: “Taking into account the increasing aging [of the German Jewish communities], 
the ZWST [Zentralwohlfahrtsstelle der Juden in Deutschland, Central Welfare Office of the Jews in Germany] 
will also concern itself in the future in creating attractive and goal-oriented services for the older members of 
the community. The focus of our youth work is to support the younger generation and to strengthen the 
networking efforts among young Jews. An active youth work becomes increasingly important as the coming 
generation will provide the much needed recruits to staff the [Jewish] communities. First and foremost, the 
young generation provides a great chance for the stabilisation and innovative structural change of the Jewish 
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 According to Agata Kaplon (2012), staff member at the Central Council of Jews in Germany 

and founder of Jews Go Green, the project started with two goals:  

 

1) to promote an environmentally friendly agenda within Jewish communities, and 

2) to show young people that Judaism is a relevant and interesting topic  

 

 The two goals were directed at two different target audiences. The first goal, based mostly 

on on-site workshops, was targeted at the older generation, most of whom have grown up in FSU 

countries. According to Kaplon (2013) that group of people, although not knowledgeable about 

Jewish culture and religion, hold Judaism in high esteem. Furthermore, now that they are living in 

Germany, their Jewishness has become an important identity marker. On the other hand, 

environmental concerns were not high among the older generation, since that was not an important 

topic in their countries of origin (Kaplon 2013). Arguably, environmental education can also be 

seen as an aid to ease the integration of this group into a largely environmentally conscious society 

such as Germany.  

 

In the case of the older generation, the goal of promoting an environmentally friendly agenda is 

undertaken by connecting environmentalism with Judaism. Through this connection, 

environmentalism can vicariously benefit from the prestige that Judaism enjoys among the older 

generation (Kaplon 2012, p. 2013). The Facebook page, on the other hand, is mostly targeted at a 

young audience who in many cases are already interested in environmental issues but who have not 

made any connection between this aspect of their lives and Judaism (Kaplon 2012, p. 2013). The 

case of Jews Go Green – combining workshops on-site, a Facebook page and a website – suggests 

that people in the Jewish communities in Germany are not evenly spread across offline and online 

arenas and that the distribution follows patterns based on age, migratory background and degree of 

integration. By addressing different age groups with different migratory backgrounds (first and 

second generation immigrants) and focusing on one or the other side of the environmentalism-

Judaism equation, Jews Go Green also aims to contribute to the cohesion of the community as a 

whole (Kaplon 2013).  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 

community.”  
 
Source: http://zwst.org/cms/documents/178/de_DE/Mitgliederstatistik-2013.pdf. Retrieved 07/05/2014. 
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4. Empirical material and methodology 

 

 The empirical material I have used for my research are 249 Facebook updates
5
 published by 

Jews Go Green between November 21
st
 2011 and June 24

th
 2013, along with two interviews with 

the founder of Jews Go Green and three official reports (Bassewitz 2012; Ben-Rafael et al. 2010; 

Haug 2007). The founder of Jews Go Green has given written consent to use the data from 

interviews and the material produced by Jews Go Green for the Facebook page. I have coded the 

Facebook updates in five categories:  

 

1) Solely environment: including updates devoted to environmental issues with no Jewish 

references. Examples are an update from 10/10/2012 on ecological apps for mobile phones 

or an update from 11/01/2012 on the impact of farming and agriculture in the production of 

greenhouse gas. 

2) Secular Jewish: for updates that frame environmental issues in a secular Jewish context, 

such as an update from 10/29/2012 about an article on hurricane Sandy written by the 

“Jewish Weekly Forward” [sic] or an update from 02/06/2013 about a Yiddish organic farm.  

3) Religion: for updates that combine environmental issues with religious references such as 

religious texts (Hebrew Bible, Talmud etc.) and holidays (Yom Kippur, Passover, etc.) plus 

references to ritual and orthopractic aspects of a Jewish Orthodox life (shabbat, kosher, etc). 

Six samples from this category will be presented in greater detail in the next section. 

4) Israel: including updates that combine environmental issues with references to the State of 

Israel. Examples are an update from 10/25/2012 about volunteering in an ecological kibbutz 

or an update from 12/12/2012 on the opening of a glass recycling plant in Israel. 

5) Other: for updates that do not fit in any of the categories above. Examples are an update 

from 11/27/2012 announcing that the page has reached 100 followers or an update from 

11/28/2012 announcing a meeting for community building. 

 

 Each update has been coded in one category only. The results are presented in figure 2. 

 

                                                           

5 Including shared links and polls, but excluding notices about created events or changes of profile pictures.  
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fig. 2: distribution of Facebook updates in percentages 

 

 As the figure shows, the largest category of updates deals solely with environmental issues 

(46.6%). However, almost a third of the updates have – in a greater or lesser degree – a religious 

connotation (29.3%). Finally, a significant 12.1% of the updates relate to both environmental issues 

and Israel and a 6.8% present environmental issues in a Jewish secular context. This figure suggests 

that, while not being dominant, religion has a very significant presence in the Facebook page of 

Jews Go Green.  

 

5. Presentation of samples from the material 

 

 In the following, I will offer three pairs of samples of Facebook updates from the third 

category (religion). In this way I hope to introduce three different ways in which the connection 

between environmental issues and Judaism has been approached. The samples below will provide 

the empirical grounding for the theoretical discussion in section six. The first pair of samples are 

updates from 10/10/2012 and 24/10/2012. In the first sample (figure three), the administrator wrote 

an update about environmentally-friendly mobile speakers both for sale and as a do-it-yourself 

alternative. This update was published a few weeks after Rosh HaShanah, the Jewish new year, 

which took place from 09/17/2012 to 09/18/2012. In this update, the administrator draws a 

comparison between the environmentally-friendly mobile speakers and the Shofar, the ram horn 

blown at synagogues all over the world during the Rosh HaShanah services.  
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fig. 3, update from 10/10/2012 

 

In the second sample (figure four) the administrator shared a video of a blue whale that is 

able to imitate human speech. The link to the video is introduced by a text reminding the reader 

about the biblical story of Jonah and the whale, and that this story is read in the Haftara portion 

during the Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement. In this way, a video about wildlife and 

science is used to bring a Jewish text and ritual to the attention of group members. In both these 

samples an indirect, non-obvious connection is established between Judaism and environmentalism. 

This relation could be described as a link by association.  

 

fig. 4: link by association, update from 10/24/2012 

 

 The next pair of samples are updates from 11/23/2012 and 12/06/2012. In the first update 
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(figure five), the administrator shared a link of a website devoted to selling fair trade – that is, both 

ecologically and socially sustainable – skullcaps. In this way, a sign of Jewish religiosity (the 

skullcap) is used to appropriate the ethical values of the fair trade movement and to give them a 

Jewish connotation. 

 

 

fig. 5, update from 11/23/2012 

 

The second update (figure six) shows a poster designed by Jews Go Green providing 

practical advice on how to reuse different kinds of materials in order to make the nine branched 

candelabrum lit during the holiday of Chanukah. Instead of consumption of ready-made goods, this 

update encourages the viewer to embrace a do-it-yourself lifestyle based on recycling. Some of the 

materials used to make the Chanukah candelabrum are Kinder Egg plastic containers, egg boxes 

and Lego bricks. Given the momentary and limited appropriation of environmentalism for Jewish 

ritual practice as shown in figures four and five, the relation established between environmentalism 

and Judaism could be described as a link by appropriation.  
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fig. 6: link by appropriation, update from 12/06/2012 

 

 The last pair of samples is from 11/09/2012 and 01/24/2013. The first update (figure seven) 

presents the following quote from Tractate Kiddushin in the Jerusalem Talmud: “It is forbidden to 

live in a town that has no garden or greenery.”
6
As the quote makes clear, the lack of green areas in a 

given urban space becomes the source for a religious prohibition to dwell in those places. 

 

 

fig. 7: update from 11/09/2012 

 

The second update (figure eight) reproduces a quote from Avot de-Rabbi Natan, a homiletic 

commentary on the Tractace Avot of the Mishnah. The quote reads: “Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai 

                                                           

6  My translation. 
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used to say: If holding a sapling in your hand you are told that the Messiah has come, first plant the 

sapling and then go out to receive the Messiah.” 
7
 The quote is illustrated by a background picture 

showing a close-up of two hands planting a sapling. Through the use of the quotes in the updates 

from 11/09/2012 and 01/24/2013, the administrator seems to point out that environmental concerns 

are not alien to Judaism but rather an integral part of its tradition. In this case, the link between 

Judaism and environmentalism is established through reclaiming. 

 

fig. 8: link by reclaiming, update from 01/24/2013 

 

6. Multiple modernities and hybridization 

 

 What the samples above suggest is that the staff at Jews Go Green are taking a modern and 

secular discourse such as environmentalism and, in Eisenstadt's (2002, 23) words, “reappropriating” 

it in their own terms. In the case of the Facebook page, the purpose of this reappropriation is to 

present Judaism as a relevant, even “cool”, topic for a young audience. In this way, an attempt is 

made to overcome the traditionally-perceived opposition between modernity and religion.  

 

This case study also underlines the importance of social and cultural backgrounds, 

particularly regarding diasporas. The audience at which Jews Go Green is primarily targeted has the 

particularity of being both a group of first and second generation immigrants from FSU countries 

and made up of members of the Jewish diaspora. Stanley J. Tambiah (2002) describes the salience 

of immigrant and diasporic backgrounds in the formation of multiple modernities. One of the cases 

discussed by Tambiah (2002, p. 181-184) shows how a Cantonese lineage can combine a successful 

global business and high levels of education with strong clannish sentiments and an emotional 

attachment to the homeland and the ancestors. Tambiah uses another case dealing with Mexican 

                                                           

7 My translation. 
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immigration to the US, particularly intense in states such as California, to question the dominant 

model of modernity as it is reproduced by the “assimilationist contract” consisting in “the adoption 

of English as the national language, of liberal democratic principles and, of the so-called Protestant 

work ethic” (Tambiah 2002, p. 184-188). Tambiah (2002, p. 188) advocates a contextual study of 

multiple modernities, opposing the uniformising effects of any general theory. He also contends that 

concepts such as “hybridization, eclecticism, creolization [and] deterritorialization” are too broad, 

although they succeed to capture some of the characteristics of diasporas (Tambiah 2002, p. 188).  

 

While keeping Tambiah's reservations in mind, the concept of “hybridization” seems 

particularly fruitful for the case under study. Through the work of Homi Bhabha, Tambiah traces 

that concept back to Salman Rushdie and his controversial novel, The Satanic Verses, which the 

Anglo-Indian author described as a work that “celebrates hybridity, impurity, intermingling, the 

transformation that comes from new and unexpected combinations of human beings, cultures, ideas, 

politics, movies, songs […] a bit of this and a bit of that is how newness enters the world” (as 

quoted in Tambiah 2002, p. 177-178). The samples shown before, although not controversial for a 

project such as Jews Go Green sponsored by an organization aligned with Orthodox views, 

participate in a similar spirit of hybridization through what I described as association, 

appropriation and reclaiming. Implicit in Tambiah's approach and the cases he discusses is that one 

way multiple modernities are shaped is through such processes of hybridization.  

 

In the following, I will discuss in more detail the three different ways to articulate the 

hybridization of Judaism and environmentalism through the analysis of one sample of each pair 

(figures four, six and eight). In the first sample, association, environmentalism is put in contact with 

Judaism in an indirect fashion, by relating elements that at a first glance appear unconnected. 

Judaism and environmentalism are presented here as two separate entities momentarily linked by 

the wit – or rather exegetical skill – of the administrator. The association, however, does not alter 

the fact that Judaism and environmentalism are two distinct entities. As a result, this can be 

regarded as a case of weak hybridization. In the second sample the point of departure is similar: 

Judaism and environmentalism have been treading separate paths. Through an act of appropriation, 

however, Judaism and environmentalism are fused into one path for a particular occasion (the 

making of the Chanukah candelabrum). Given the occasional nature of the fusion, this can be 

considered a case of moderate hybridization. Finally, the third sample suggests that, contrary to 

what most people believe, Judaism and environmentalism have always been intertwined. Through 
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reclaiming, a historical or mythical past is actualised in order to correct what is considered a false 

and widespread perception. This reinterpretation of the tradition – an ecological “back to the roots” 

– can be interpreted in two contradictory ways. One possibility is to interpret it as a form of strong 

hybridization, that is, as an attempt to retrospectively merge Judaism and environmentalism into 

one. The alternative is to interpret it as an attempt at essentialism, claiming that environmentalism is 

not something alien but rather an essential – though regrettably neglected – part of Judaism. It is not 

unusual for tradition-sensitive religions to attempt to erase the traces of innovation by 

“rediscovering” their past in this way (cf. Hobsbawm 1972, p. 4). The previous discussion provides 

the basis for a tentative typology (figure nine) of how the hybridization of religion and 

environmentalism is effected, ultimately transforming both.  

 

 

Type Religion –    

environmentalism 

Hybridization Degree 

Association Separate Indirect, non-obvious 

contact 

Weak 

Appropriation Separate Occasional fusion 

 

Moderate 

Reclaiming Merged Rediscovery of a 

neglected past 

Strong 

(≠ essentialism) 

fig. 9: hybridization of religion and environmentalism: a typology  

 

 Hybridization can explain the combination of Judaism and environmentalism at the level of 

content. However, if instead of specific content we focus on the general ethos of environmentalism 

we will quickly discover many parallels with the orthopractic approach characteristic of Jewish Law 

or halakha. As with halakha, environmentalism is a guide to life based on restraint and regulations 

that cover vast aspects of a human being's existence, such as for example what to eat (locally 

produced organic foods), how to transport oneself (use of public transportation systems, avoidance 

of fossil fuels), how to consume (reuse, reduce & recycle). The overall goals of environmentalists, 

such as preventing climate change, also resemble the kabbalistic spiritual goal of mending the world 

(tikkun olam) through the performance of religious duties (mitzvot) prescribed by the halakha (for 

an explanation of these kabbalistic terms, see Scholem 1961). 
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These examples suggest a strong affinity between environmentalism and Judaism that 

favours the particular process of hybridization carried out by Jews Go Green. This affinity has been 

acknowledged by relatively recent scholarly work that has been exploring environmental 

perspectives within Judaism (cf. Bernstein 2006; Tirosh-Samuelson 2002; Yaffe 2001). The novelty 

of Jews Go Green and similar initiatives such as Big Green Jewish
8
 has been to carry the 

environmental debate within Judaism from academia to digitally mediatized forms of popular 

culture.  

 

7. A public or a branded religion? 

 

 As mentioned above, this case study brings to the fore the tensions between public religion 

and branded religion, between the public sphere and the marketplace. As Nancy Fraser (1990, p. 57) 

has argued, the Habermasian public sphere “is not an arena of market relations but rather one of 

discursive relations, a theater for debating and deliberating rather than for buying and selling”. This 

case study suggests that the boundaries between market and discursive relations have become 

blurred in a late modern context. However, far from being something new, the conflation of 

political debate and commerce can be traced back to the ancient agora of Athens, which was both 

the marketplace and the political centre of the polis. But before going more into detail on this issue, 

it is worth asking to what extent the linking of Judaism with environmentalism for the sake of 

reaching out to a young audience can be considered a form of branding. In this context, is the notion 

of the marketplace something more than a metaphor about competing lifestyle choices – including 

religious affiliation – vying for the attention of late modern youth?  

 

If we bear in mind that the Jewish communities represented by the Central Council depend 

for a substantial part of their funding on the taxes paid by their members,
9
 then the economic 

dimension of reaching out to a young crowd appears in a sharper focus. Furthermore, the Central 

Council's claim to official representation and the benefits that go with it, such as state subsidies,
10

 

are also dependent to a large extent on membership, particularly since the Union of Progressive 

Jews in Germany (the association of non-Orthodox Jewish communities) has been competing with 

                                                           

8 http://www.biggreenjewish.org/ Retrieved 06/24/2013. 

9 Those taxes and the percentages applied change from Land to Land, since they are not regulated by the federal 

government. Some of the taxes, for instance, that are usually paid by Jewish community members are the so-called 

Kultussteuer (“culture tax”) and the Gemeindesteuer (“community tax”). Source: http://www.steuer-forum-

kirche.de/kistg-frame.htm. Retrieved 08/10/2013. 

10 The Central Council is mainly funded by the Staatsvertrag with the federal government. Source: 

http://www.zentralratdjuden.de/de/article/1.html. Retrieved 08/10/2013. 
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the Central Council for equal recognition. Taking all of the above into account, to suggest that Jews 

Go Green aims at branding Judaism as an environmentally friendly religion in a marketplace of 

religious and lifestyle choices has financial and communal implications.  

 

Once the broader implications have been established, the question about the tension between 

public and branded religion can be discussed in its full dimension. To begin with, it is important to 

make clear that these approaches are not necessarily in conflict. There is no reason to believe that 

the people responsible for Jews Go Green do not have a genuine and heartfelt interest in 

environmental concerns. By referring to the linking of Judaism with environmentalism as a form of 

branding, I am not suggesting that the sponsors of Jews Go Green conceive of this connection as 

spurious. Nor am I suggesting that the linking of Judaism and environmentalism is purely 

instrumental, that is, aimed solely at achieving a goal (engaging youth, in the case of the Facebook 

page) unrelated to environmental concerns. Rather, what this case study underlines is the 

opportuneness of raising the environmental profile of Judaism. By making that connection, the 

founders of Jews Go Green manage to kill two birds with one stone, so to speak:
11

 they bring 

environmentalism into Judaism's agenda and, in doing so, they present religion in a more attractive 

light. Arguably, what the concept of branding brings to this picture is a hierarchy of priorities in 

which engaging youth and building membership outweighs, without necessarily jeopardizing, the 

commitment to environmental issues. What happens then when the ethical positioning of a religious 

actor serves also the purpose of gaining the good will and attention of a coveted audience? Does 

branding somehow compromise the public role of religion? 

 

 A way to start exploring the question outlined above is by looking at the concept of 

“political consumerism” (cf. Ward 2010, p. 35). Starting in the 1950s, the notion of social 

responsibility penetrated the business models of major corporations (cf. Ward, 2010: 38). 

According to Janelle Ward (2010, p. 37-38) one way to understand the rise of corporate social 

responsibility is as a response to the recognition that people as consumers are reclaiming the power 

that, in an increasingly globalized world, they have lost as citizens in a democratic society. Political 

consumerism revolves around turning consumption into a conscious political act, shopping for 

goods and services that promote the social and ethical values endorsed by the consumer. Given the 

degree of personal investment involved in such an act, consumption also becomes an important 

arena in which identity is performed.  

                                                           

11 Given the topic of this paper I feel in need to provide a disclaimer: no real birds have been harmed by Jews Go 

Green or any of their associates. 
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A different approach to understanding corporate social responsibility is through the 

commodification of those very social and ethical values (Ward 2010, p. 39). As the argument goes, 

since profit is the main motivation for doing business, corporate social responsibility becomes here 

a way to make consumers feel good about themselves and, ultimately, to sell more products. 

Although differences might not be easily noticeable in practice, both approaches are based on very 

different premises. While the former puts informed consumers and politics in the front seat, the 

latter is driven by profits and economics. Where one is mostly concerned with bringing change on 

the ground, the other focuses above all in cultivating a positive image. To illustrate her point, Ward 

(2010, p. 41-42) discusses the case of The Body Shop which has based its marketing strategy on its 

claims of promoting human rights and environmental causes. However, investors and organisations 

such as Greenpeace have accused The Body Shop of hypocritical practices (Ward 2010, p. 42). 

Ward's (2010, p. 40-45) main theoretical contribution is a typology of (online) citizen-consumers, 

ranging from those who enjoy consumption but do not wish to support abusive practices, to those 

who reject consumption altogether. This typology suggests that the notion of (online) citizen-

consumer has several layers including “purchasing, protesting and modes of address” (Ward 2010, 

p. 37). The latter - modes of address - are what is particularly relevant for our case.  

 

 The differences between a community organization, such as the Central Council of Jews in 

Germany, and a global corporation are vast. However, the previous discussion suggests that the 

branding of Judaism carried out by the Facebook page of Jews Go Green has been inspired by 

political consumerism and the modes of address of citizen-consumers. It would require further 

research to determine if the case of branding discussed in this study is related to larger structural 

changes forcing religious organisations to transition towards a business model based on clientelism 

and the provision of welfare services, a trend discussed by recent studies devoted to majority 

Christian churches across Europe (Bäckström et. al. 2011). The answer to the question posed above 

– does branding compromise the public role of religion? – will depend on a number of factors, 

including our interpretation of what counts as “compromise”, but I intend to focus particularly here 

on what we understand as the public sphere. If, following Fraser's rendition of Habermas, we 

endorse a sharp distinction between the arena for debate and deliberation on one side and the 

marketplace on the other, then branding does indeed compromise the public role of religion. The 

crux of the matter, however, is if those two arenas can be conceived as separated or if the 

pervasiveness of consumerism has put an end to any illusion of autonomy, bringing as a side-effect 
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the politicization of consumption.  

 

In Naomi Klein’s (2001) best-selling book No Logo, the author famously argued that the public 

space has been taken over by billboards and different kinds of consumerist imagery. It is worth 

considering if the public sphere has not undergone a similar process. The question can also be posed 

in reverse: is it possible for religion to take a public role
12

 without turning that action into a form of 

branding? Arguably, the answer is yes. However, this would not be based on any notion of the 

autonomy of the public sphere but rather in the order of priorities for taking such a public role. If 

the main goal would be to pursue the ethical issue at hand, out of a sense of religious conviction and 

regardless of other considerations, then that could hardly be described as a case of branding. Such 

“organic” forms of public religion – i.e. without any additives – is probably what other scholars 

have referred as the “prophetic voice” (Bäckström et al. 2011) of religion, echoing the righteousness 

of the biblical prophets who, unconcerned by their own popularity, did not hesitate to chastise their 

own people or those in power. In a contemporary setting, however, we should beware of those who 

spurn compromise and romanticize the “prophetic voice” of public religion. Nowadays, the 

uncompromising approach of the “prophetic voice” of public religion might produce unpalatable 

results. It is probably less appropriate to use it for calls for social justice (which in Nordic countries, 

for instance, are relatively uncontroversial and enjoy widespread approval) than it is for the 

opposition of the Catholic church to same-sex marriages in countries such as Spain. Going back to 

the case of Jews Go Green, I would finally argue that the public role of religion is indeed 

compromised by religious branding, but not because the arena of debate and the marketplace 

overlap – a phenomenon increasingly difficult to disentangle in a late modern context – but rather 

because the ethical issues at hand, even if raised by genuine concerns, are secondary to the goal of 

reaching out to a coveted audience. 

 

8. Facebook: at the intersection of hybridization and branding 

 

 As mentioned above in section three, the inclusion of a Facebook page in a project such as 

Jews Go Green suggests an awareness on the part of the founders about how people in the Jewish 

communities in Germany are distributed across offline and online arenas. Whereas offline venues 

are largely shared by most FSU immigrants, online spaces in general and Facebook in particular are 

considered to be mostly populated by the younger generation (Kaplon 2012). This is in line with the 

                                                           

12 For the sake of clarity, it is worth reminding the reader that my understanding of “public religions” is based on the 

work developed by Casanova (1994). See section two for details. 
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conclusion reached by Abrams et al. (2013, p. 159) that “Facebook is clearly helping to address 

increasing feelings of alienation or disenfranchisement amongst post-denominational [young] Jews 

who are dissatisfied with the existing communal and congregational infrastructure, providing 

greater opportunities for religious self-definition as well as a qualitatively different encounter with 

Judaism.” However, in the case of Jews Go Green, the online and the offline should not be 

considered in isolation since one of the main goals stated by the founders of the project was to 

create a presence online in order to motivate youth engagement offline (Kaplon 2012, p. 2013).  

 

The previous section on the intertwining of the public sphere and the marketplace in a late 

modern context has a direct bearing on the discussion of social media. Whatever form of religious 

experience or communication is taking place in Facebook, it cannot be detached from the 

advertisement of products and services that dot the screen at any given moment. The usage of 

Facebook also implies a tacit approval of its data-mining practices for commercial purposes.  

 

According to Heidi Campbell and Mia Lövheim (2011, p. 1087-1088), one of the key questions 

in the study of religion and the interplay of the offline and online spheres is to determine if the 

internet is “changing certain aspects of religion or rather enhancing tendencies already underway 

and expressed offline”. Taking into account that in the previous section I have traced the roots of 

corporate social responsibility and, by extension, political consumerism to the 1950s, I would 

suggest that in the case of the branding of Judaism developed by Jews Go Green the internet is 

enhancing existing tendencies rather than creating new ones. This doesn't mean, however, that the 

internet is a mere carrier of preceding pressures. With its unpredictable flow of updates generated 

by different users with variegated backgrounds, moods and motivations, Facebook would suit 

Rushdie's definition of a place that celebrates “hybridity, impurity [and] intermingling” (as quoted 

in Tambiah 2002, p. 177-178).  

 

In the case of Jews Go Green, it is no coincidence that the attempt to combine religion and 

modernity is taking place on Facebook. The unpredictable flow of user-generated content and 

Facebook's wild success in recruiting users – to the point that being a member has become almost 

normative in a large number of settings – has made Facebook a particularly fruitful environment for 

hybridization processes aimed at gaining popularity for individuals and organisations.  

 

Facebook makes possible the particular intersections of Judaism and environmentalism and 
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of public sphere and marketplace that are characteristic of Jews Go Green. Facebook becomes thus 

an obvious choice to attempt a combination of modernity and religion, once the fears and taboos 

surrounding consumerism have been – for good or ill – overcome. This is in line with one of the 

themes identified by Campbell and Lövheim (2011, p. 1089) regarding how the interaction between 

religion and the internet demands a series of “negotiations between values and norms of online 

culture and offline religious discourse”. In the course of establishing a successful presence online, 

traditional criteria for what is part of a legitimate religious discourse and practice must often be 

revised. Ultimately, the value of cases such as Jews Go Green is that they force us to rethink what is 

religious, what is modern and what is secular.  

 

9. Conclusions 

 

 In this article I endeavored to determine if and how religion and modernity can be made 

compatible using the Facebook page of Jews Go Green as a case study. As theoretical lenses I have 

used the concepts of multiple modernities, public religion and religious branding. The analysis has 

attempted to show how religion and modernity can be combined using processes of hybridization. 

As a result, I have suggested a tentative typology for the hybridization of religion and 

environmentalism through association, appropriation and reclaiming. I have also discussed the 

existing tension between notions of public and branded religion, concluding that religious branding 

compromises the public role of religion. This, however, is not due to any hypothetical autonomy of 

the public sphere from economic forces but rather to the fact that reaching out to a coveted audience 

takes priority over the commitment to a cause. I have also argued that Facebook provides a 

particularly suitable platform to attempt a combination of religion and modernity. In a social 

medium such as Facebook the two main analytical strands used in this study – hybridization and 

branding – intersect in a seamless manner, making Facebook an obvious choice for a project like 

Jews Go Green. As a corollary, I would like to suggest the concept of greening religion to refer to 

the hybridization of religion and environmentalism for the purpose of gaining the good will and 

attention of a coveted audience, particularly in online environments. 

 

 The success or failure of Jews Go Green to combine religion and modernity is something 

that only time will tell. If the project manages to capture the interest of youth and to make religion a 

meaningful part of their lives, it will have achieved its goals. Whatever the final result, this case 

study has attempted to reveal how innovative processes of hybridization – between the religious and 
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the environmental, the ethical and the commercial, the offline and the online – are breathing new 

life into religion.  
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