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In the summer of 2013, in an underground conference room on the base-
ment level of a labyrinthine megachurch in Dallas, Texas, I watched a 
Christian social media consultant give a presentation to a room full of 
evangelicals. During his PowerPoint talk, which focused on how churches 
could incorporate social media into their outreach strategies, he told the 
audience: “We’ve never been more equipped and more resourced to get 
the message of the gospel out there. . . .  I really do believe that we could be 
part of that generation or part of raising up the next generation that could 
see Christ return. And we have an amazing opportunity, but we’re going to 
be held accountable for how we stewarded what God gave to us.”

In the cosmic play of Christian history, many evangelicals see the con-
temporary moment as the final or penultimate act before the return of 
Christ, or the Rapture. As such, Christians living on Earth during this 
time believe that they have a responsibility to do everything in their power 
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Christians should be at the head of innovation and not the 
tail. We shouldn’t wait for Google or for Apple to come out 
with Christian innovation, it should be the Christians 
trying to innovate for what is needed in the Kingdom. 

—Jeyanti Yorke 

The day that the iPhone came out I was in Las Vegas at the 
Consumer Electronics Show in the Nokia tent. Heard the 
announcement . . .  and I hit publish on a page that said how 
to get your Bible onto an iPhone. 

—Antoine Wright 
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to fulfill what they call “the Great Commission,” the biblical imperative to 
bring the gospel, or the message of the Bible, to all people. As this social 
media consultant suggested to his audience, individual believers will be 
judged by God based on how effectively they can harness these God-given 
tools to proselytize and convert nonbelievers through religious apps, VR 
experiences, Instagram stories, podcasts, and beyond. This book, Redeem 
All, tells the stories of those passionate American evangelical media mak-
ers whose work is inspired by this directive. These Christians want to 
redeem the internet, to redeem Silicon Valley, to redeem evangelical cul-
ture, to redeem the globe, and in every instance their work lines up with 
spiritual principles and purposes. To these ends, American evangelicals 
have innovated, hacked, lauded, and adapted digital media technologies, 
but I argue that as they embrace what I call digital habitus, they have 
opened Pandora’s box, releasing new authorities, forms, and discourses 
that have changed evangelical culture forever.

This book represents a decade of qualitative research guided by the 
ethnographic principle to “follow the habitus”—a remix of the anthro-
pologist George Marcus’s (1996) famous dictum. Marcus wrote at a time 
when increasing globalization rendered the ethnographic ideal of a “field 
site” obsolete. For Marcus, ethnographers needed to adapt by following 
their subjects across borders in real and virtual ways. This research prin-
ciple has led me to conferences in megachurches, to online chatrooms 
for millennial evangelicals, to Twitter hashtags, to home offices of promi-
nent Christian technologists, to coffee shops, to Silicon Valley start-ups, 
to the cafeterias of big tech companies where religious tech workers toil, 
to churches in the American South pioneering online community plat-
forms, to towns in New Jersey, to my southern California hometown, to 
Oklahoma, to New York City. 

The decade during which I undertook this project was punctuated by 
events that led me to reimagine the story I was writing. I witnessed the 
shifting evangelical response to the legalization of same-sex marriage—
what had originally seemed to be a central wedge issue that fueled the 
culture wars was sidelined. New Christian celebrities arose on Instagram, 
YouTube, and on podcasts, reorienting the evangelical media landscape. 
The 2016 election of Donald Trump upended the widespread assumption 
about evangelicals drifting to the political center. The #MeToo move-
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ment sparked passionate conversations about sexual abuse and harass-
ment in evangelical culture. The COVID-19 crisis saw evangelicals further 
embracing online church and other digital tools. And the 2020 uprisings 
against police brutality created space for another jolt in the conversation 
around race within the evangelical church. At each turn, I watched as 
these moments played out dramatically over social media outlets such as 
Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. I talked through new ideas with pas-
sionate Christian media makers. And I watched American evangelical cul-
ture change, post by post. 

wHat is  tHe evangeliCal?

There’s no clear consensus about what, if anything, evangelicalism is. 
Although scholars and preachers alike have tried to define the term, it 
eludes simple descriptions. The media often focuses on the most sensa-
tional and salacious aspects of evangelical culture, and as such, this is how 
much of the world imagines American evangelicals. Some people think 
first of the prominent televangelists who were plagued by scandals in the 
1980s—the term conjures the image of Tammy Faye Bakker’s mascara-
stained face. Others think of the Robertson family of raucous, religious 
hunters portrayed in the reality show Duck Dynasty. And while I was 
writing this book, I had at least one person ask how Westboro Baptist 
Church—the organization known for picketing military funerals holding 
signs and yelling inflammatory statements fit into my study.1 Westboro is 
not an evangelical organization—in fact, many people would categorize it 
as a new religious movement, or a cult—but this misunderstanding shows 
how secular culture often views evangelicals through the lens of the media 
and in wildly different ways than evangelicals view themselves. 

In my journeys in evangelical culture I have met earnest believers who 
upend the typical assumptions and media tropes that have come to define 
evangelicals in the popular American imagination. I have learned that 
many of the mainstream narratives about evangelicals obscure the com-
plex realities of this religious subculture. This book is not an apologetic 
text. I make no claims as to whether evangelicals are good or bad—like 
any religious subculture they are complicated, and they are certainly more 
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complicated than media tropes about them allow for. Although evangeli-
cals are often portrayed in the media as fundamentalist Protestants who 
harbor a strong, politically conservative bent, there are many strands of 
evangelical Christianity—from the conservative soccer (or hockey) moms 
perhaps most famously embodied by Sarah Palin to televangelist preach-
ers promoting the so-called “prosperity gospel” (see Bowler, 2013; Walton, 
2009), to rave-throwing millennial evangelicals in the Hamptons (see 
Kisner, 2013). 

Though many people connect evangelicalism to a Southern, parochial 
worldview, the beginnings of modern evangelicalism could just as easily 
be traced to Los Angeles, to the historical Azusa Street Revival or to the 
hard-to-categorize “Jesus Freak” scene. And we would not be telling the 
full story of evangelical history if we excluded the traditions of the Black 
church. Nor can we bound evangelicalism at the U.S. border. In fact, one 
characteristic of evangelicalism in America might be that it does not have 
a solid ground on which it pitches its wide tent. Some scholars have even 
argued that because of its diversity of forms, evangelicalism qua evangeli-
calism does not exist.2

Although evangelicalism comes in many shapes, when Americans 
call themselves “evangelical,” what they often mean is that they have an 
affective, emotional relationship with God and Jesus, as the anthropolo-
gist Tanya Luhrmann (2012) found in her study of evangelical worship. 
This typically comes in the form of an emphasis on the Bible as the lit-
eral Word of God, a belief in the power of prayer, a drive to spread their 
faith by “witnessing” to others, and an adherence to following moral and 
spiritual dictums of Jesus—popularly and succinctly explained in the 
acronym WWJD: What Would Jesus Do?3 Beyond this, evangelicalism 
in America is an assemblage of cultural and theological norms that are 
recognizable to anyone who has spent a few Sundays in their local mega-
church. Evangelical culture can also be characterized with reference to 
its robust media footprint—the popular music of the Australian mega-
church Hillsong played in churches and Christians spaces; the celebrities 
it claims, such as Justin Bieber and Chris Pratt; the books, bumper stick-
ers, and apparel that dot the American pop culture landscape. 

Evangelical culture is everywhere in America and it does not hide, 
although it sometimes purposefully cloaks itself in popular cultural forms. 
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Because the First Amendment’s Establishment Clause forbids national-
ized religion, religious entities in America have appealed to the populace 
rather than to the state. As many scholars have noted, there has been 
no more successful populist religion in America than evangelicalism.4 
Whether by preaching outdoors, on the radio, or on television, American 
evangelicalism has historically been invested in understanding, keeping 
up with, and often mimicking popular culture, and deploying, adapting, 
and appropriating the technologies that transmit it.

At the same time, evangelicals hope to be countercultural. They talk 
about the imperative to be “in but not of the world.” By this they mean that 
they must understand and participate in worldly things so as to be able to 
connect to the “unchurched,” but as individuals and organizations, evan-
gelicals must not embrace what they see as the sinful nature of secular 
culture. Because of this cultural bent, evangelicalism reflects popular cul-
ture. This aspect of evangelicalism has been explored by scholars working 
at the intersection of media studies and religious studies who have rightly 
pointed out that evangelicals have been early adopters of media tech-
nologies and, in many cases, have advanced and helped to define media 
forms.5 And Heather Hendershot (2004) has described how evangelicals 
have created a vast, complex, and lucrative media and material culture. 
This book follows in the tradition of media scholars who have focused on 
evangelicals by exploring the evangelical understanding and embrace of 
new media technologies.

As such, the story this book tells is not the political story of evangeli-
calism, although it does intersect with and draw from that story. From its 
roots in the Scopes Monkey Trial, to the anticommunist rhetoric and pro-
business theology of Billy Graham, to the rise of California Republicans 
and Ronald Reagan, to the seemingly solid support of white evangelicals 
for Donald Trump, the twists and turns of evangelical politics have been 
well mapped by others.6 Instead, the story this book tells is about evangel-
ical culture. Of course, culture can never be fully separated from politics. 
Evangelical cultural and media products have been the means through 
which evangelicals define themselves and maintain the sometimes porous 
boundary between their communities and the secular world.7 So culture 
is often a site for contestation, and as evangelicals approach new media 
technologies and establish new institutions, ideas, and forms, they per-
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form this contestation. As they establish new spaces, and new practices in 
digital culture, I argue, evangelicals push, warp and change the boundar-
ies of their subculture. 

meDia ,  teCHnology,  anD evangeliCal Culture 

A persistent myth about evangelicalism arose during the Scopes Trial in 
1925. Evangelicals, the myth goes, are antiscience, antitechnology, anti-
progress. As the famous H. L. Mencken of The Baltimore Sun wrote about 
fundamentalist Christians: “Every valuable thing that has been added to 
the store of man’s possessions has been derided by them when it was new, 
and destroyed by them when they had the power. They have fought every 
new truth ever heard of, and they have killed every truth-seeker who got 
into their hands” (1925). Mencken’s commentary came at a time when the 
so-called Monkey Trial saw the antievolution cause fought and won by the 
famous litigator William Jennings Bryan. Although Bryan’s arguments 
carried the day and he won the right to ban teaching evolution in the 
Tennessee curriculum, fundamentalists lost the battle of public opinion. 
Mencken’s scathing characterization of fundamentalists as “backward” 
stuck and became the commonly understood connotation of fundamen-
talism. Later, despite many attempts to shake off this antiprogress reputa-
tion, it remained a central aspect of the public perception of evangelical 
culture.

As fundamentalists evolved and rebranded in the 1940s, they self-con-
sciously used the new medium of radio to try to buck against this stereotype 
of conservative Christians as antimodern. Radio helped fundamentalist 
Protestantism gain a new national identity and furthermore, through their 
participation on the airwaves, Christians could claim that they too had a 
place in contemporary American culture. Although firebrand preachers 
like the anticommunist crusader Carl McIntyre gained national popular-
ity, many Christians self-consciously defined themselves against the rabid 
fundamentalism McIntyre embodied and began to call themselves “neo-
evangelicals.” Neo-evangelicals had learned from the lessons of the Scopes 
Trial, chief among them to avoid using the term “fundamentalist.”8 Much 
like the later moniker “compassionate conservative,” “neo-evangelical” 
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denoted a kinder, gentler Christianity. These evangelicals still believed in 
the tenets of fundamentalism, especially in the inerrancy of the Bible, but 
they softened their tone and attempted to become more inclusive. They 
wanted to shift their public image from the stone-faced guardians of liter-
alism and tradition to that of a cadre of friendly folks spreading the Good 
News. In 1942 this new brand of evangelicalism gained a public face, with 
the founding of the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE). And at 
this time, the inchoate movement was defined in the public sphere pri-
marily by new voices transmitted through radio waves—a medium that 
helped spread the message but also represented the modernity of which 
evangelicals saw themselves a part.9

Also in the 1940s, Billy Graham, a young preacher from North Carolina 
who cut his teeth at the parachurch organization Youth for Christ, began 
to gain national notoriety. Staunch fundamentalists criticized what they 
perceived as Graham’s openness, but the image that Graham embodied of 
the wholesome, clean-cut, all-American Christian appealed to Cold War 
Americans en masse. Graham would exert an influence on national poli-
tics and evangelical culture until the early years of the twenty-first cen-
tury. One of his strengths was that he understood that media technologies 
were crucial tools for solidifying evangelical identity. In the mid-twenti-
eth century Graham set up a network of Christian media outlets. In 1956, 
with his father-in-law, he founded the evangelical magazine Christianity 
Today. In the same spirit Graham threw his name behind myriad busi-
ness ventures, including his film production house Billy Graham Films 
(later World Wide Pictures) and the popular radio program The Hour of 
Decision.

Because this strategy proved to be successful, evangelicals began 
to open up new cultural spaces for themselves in which they could be 
assured that their values would be respected. For example, James Dobson 
founded Focus on the Family in 1977, an organization devoted to promot-
ing “family values.” Focus on the Family became a multi-million-dollar 
business by selling Christian-themed media products, such as magazine 
subscriptions, to an evangelical audience. Their success proved that cater-
ing to an evangelical audience who sought an alternative media culture 
was a savvy business decision. Thus, evolving understandings of the evan-
gelical audience allowed Christians to identify as evangelicals not only on 
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the local scale through church involvement but also through the habitus 
engendered by consumerism and media engagement. This trend con-
tinued in the 1980s with televangelism and in the 1990s with the boom 
in Contemporary Christian Music (CCM), a genre that tweaked popular 
musical styles and added Christian messages as a way to remain relevant 
to a young Christian audience.

Continuing their historical engagement with technology, as the internet 
and social media became drivers of American cultural engagement in the 
early aughts, evangelicals were there. As Heidi Campbell (2010) has noted 
in her study of how religious organizations approach new media, evan-
gelicals were more receptive to technology than other religious traditions 
because they felt that “the goal of evangelism that can be realized through 
this technology seems in many respects to outweigh the criticism and 
cautions raised” (p. 39). As a tradition that has enthusiastically embraced 
mass media technologies in the past, this is no surprise, and indeed is con-
sistent with the history of evangelical engagement in the public sphere.10 
The consensus within evangelical culture has been that although technol-
ogy can be dangerous and corrupting, evangelicals must use it and shape 
it to their ends, as they have throughout their history. They have histori-
cally used popular media technologies to attract spiritual seekers and to 
prove that their brand of Christianity can keep up with changing fashions 
in the secular world. As in the 1940s with radio, the 1970s with publishing, 
the 1980s with television, and the 1990s with music, today’s evangelicals 
want to use technology as a means to prove that their message still has a 
viable place in the modern world. In an age when digital habitus pervades 
American culture, it is no surprise that evangelical Christians would be on 
the forefront of developing technologies for Christian audiences.

Digital Habitus 

Redeem All charts how the widespread adoption and integration of digi-
tal technologies in churches, organizations, and in the lives of believers is 
affecting evangelical culture. I argue that the resultant habitus is reshap-
ing what it means to be an evangelical. For the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 
(1977), the term “habitus” encompasses all of the socially and culturally 
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conditioned practices that define daily life, from the way a person uncon-
sciously picks up a fork to the frequency with which she checks the Twitter 
app on her iPhone. Our behaviors are learned from childhood through 
the experiences that teach us to understand our social world. “Habitus” 
is the way that a culture or society replicates through individual and col-
lective practices, but it is not fixed or externally imposed and may change 
over time.11 We are all raised into cultures with values that we come to 
understand as normal, and our habits and behaviors enforce these values 
to ourselves and others. 

Bourdieu tells us that habitus works on us in unconscious ways; we 
think of the thoughts and actions that define our habitus as common 
sense when we think of them at all. But Bourdieu explains that habitus is 
situated within class structures and helps to perpetuate class boundaries 
because, for Bourdieu, habitus is a disciplining force. What may be com-
mon sense to a working-class person is not necessarily common sense to an 
elite. As Bourdieu wrote: “The class habitus is nothing but this experience 
(in its most usual sense) which immediately reveals a hope or an ambi-
tion as reasonable or unreasonable, a particular commodity as accessible 
or inaccessible, a particular action as suitable or unsuitable” (1965/1990, 
p. 5, emphasis in the original). Habitus creates harmony inside of classes 
and discord when class boundaries are transgressed through social pres-
sures that are well understood by in-group members despite being rarely 
explicit or even conscious. 

Technologies too are socially and historically shaped. They emerge 
from cultures and live in social systems, and as such, they both guide 
habitus and are habitus. As Jonathan Sterne put it, “understood socially, 
technologies are little crystallized parts of habitus” (2003, p. 376). As digi-
tal, mobile media becomes more ubiquitous, what I term “digital habitus” 
has infused American culture. All of the daily interactions and micro-
interactions that are facilitated by digital media can be characterized as 
digital habitus. This habitus is often guided by digital platforms such as 
Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram, which encourage repetitive social behav-
ior such as scrolling, liking, posting, and engaging. For example, when my 
oldest child was three years old, he started referring to a pretend smart-
phone on his hand, checking his “map” whenever he wanted to confirm 
or refute something. “Pick up your toys,” I would say and he would look 
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at his palm and tell me, “No, Mommy. My map says it is not time to do 
that yet.” He had learned, without being formally taught, that having a 
smartphone in your hand allowed a person to make decisions or place 
themselves in space. His understanding of the “map” was the result of his 
constant interaction with adults preoccupied by their phones. This small 
example reveals how technologies become cultural forms integrated into 
how we understand what it means to be an actor in the social world. Of 
course, my three-year-old was also revealing a class-based understanding 
of technology. He was emulating the habits of his middle-class American 
parents. 

And indeed digital habitus reveals and is revealed by a classed under-
standing of technology and technological progress. Habitus is generative, it 
creates culture. Digital habitus creates digital culture; it reproduces offline 
social worlds in the somewhat distorted online world. In this translation, 
habitus creates new behaviors, norms, and modes of being in the world. 
New forms, like memes circulating on Instagram, emojis with multiple 
meanings, jokes, mores, hierarchies, and vocabularies are understood by 
some groups and remain inscrutable to others. This is generational—there 
is a whole cohort of people we call “digital natives,” a term meant to sig-
nal the way that younger people seem to naturally understand the digital 
social world. Digital habitus is also class-based. Educational leaders focus 
on the digital divide—the fear that lower-income people have less digital 
fluency and less access to digital tools than higher-income people, or the 
corollary fear that low-income children are getting too much “screen time” 
at the expense of their education. 

Apart from unequal access to digital tools, class and digital habitus 
are inextricably linked in terms of aesthetic principles. This doesn’t mean 
that only certain classes of people use computers and smartphones, just 
that the rules of the production and distribution, display, and exchange 
of these tools and what they produce are different among social groups, 
even though enthusiastic technologists often claim that their products are 
culturally neutral, or universally pleasing. For example, there is a common 
perception that Apple products are particularly “user friendly.”

One need not be an early adopter of technology or an enthusiastic 
techie to be entrenched in digital habitus. In her history of internet cul-
ture, Joanne McNeil (2020) has made the case that in trying to produce a 


