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Introduction
In 1997, I gave my first presentation at a professional conference, an educational 

technology conference in Chicago. The conference organizers scheduled my session 
for late in the morning on the first day, but I did not expect much interest in my topic. 
The organizers must have thought the same thing because they located my presenta-
tion in a small room on the second floor as far away from any other session as possible. 
There were enough chairs for about twenty-five people. You see, this was an educational 
technology conference, but the title of my presentation was “The Adverse Impact of 
Technology in Education.” 

Arriving early to get my computer set up with the projector, I prepared myself for 
a small group of attendees. I thought this would be a good opportunity to get com-
fortable with speaking at professional conferences, so I welcomed the idea of an inti-
mate, low-key session. I think I brought only twenty copies of the handout. As I got my 
PowerPoint presentation ready and displayed on the screen, I reviewed my notes one 
last time and waited for people to arrive. 

Fifteen minutes before the session was scheduled to begin, the room was a little 
more than half full. It calmed my nerves a bit to know I would be speaking in front of 
a small group. More people streamed into the room over the next fifteen minutes until 
all of the seats were full. But that did not stop people from coming into the room. They 
lined up along the sides and the back wall. Some sat on the floor near the front. Even 
more gathered outside the double-door entrance. By the time I was ready to start my 
presentation, I estimated that there were close to seventy people packed into that small 
room. 

Why would so many people come to a session on the adverse impact of technology 
in education at a conference on educational technology, a conference that otherwise 
touted the grand benefits of using technology in schools? I still do not know the answer 
to that question, but something about the topic resonated with the people. I was not 
the only person concerned about the dangers and downsides of life and learning in an 
increasingly technological age.

In the years leading up to that presentation, I had become a fervent reader of any-
thing written by educator and author Neil Postman. He wrote Technopoly,1 The End of 
Education,2 and many other books where he shared his critiques and concerns about 
our technology-shaped world and communities. From there, I immersed myself in the 

1  Neil Postman, Technopoly (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991).
2  Neil Postman, The End of Education (New York: Vintage Books, 1996).
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works of a variety of other authors who added depth to my thinking about the role of 
media and technology in society: Jacques Ellul, Lewis Mumford, Marshall McLuhan, 
Walter Ong, and many others.3 This reading challenged many of my assumptions about 
technology, and I developed a more nuanced and critical (but not necessarily negative) 
approach to studying the nature of life and learning in our technological age.

This was the body of work I drew upon for that presentation. I started the session 
by asking a question: Is technology neutral? Without expanding on the topic, I invited 
people to share their viewpoints, which launched a wonderfully engaging exchange. 
Then I used that exchange to launch into ten topics that I believed called for educators’ 
careful consideration. I talked about how technology was changing our approach to 
writing, research, and collaboration. I presented some of the early research on how the 
brain is physically reshaped by technology and talked about how young people, espe-
cially those before age 5 or 6, have difficulty distinguishing between what is reality and 
what is on the screen. We discussed the potential health concerns caused by growing 
amounts of screen time. 

Technology is one of those words we use often but rarely take time to 
define. Throughout this book, I will be using a broad definition of tech-
nology: “applied systematic or scientific knowledge.” Using this defini-
tion, a technology can be anything from a computer to a pencil, a diet to 
a work schedule, email to advanced or complex software, a hammer to a 
robot. However, you will also notice that I sometimes use the word tech-
nologies, the plural. In those instances, I am referring to specific tech-
nologies or a collection of them. It is also helpful to note that I will put 
the greatest emphasis on digital technologies, those technologies that 
come to us through the many screens and digital devices in our lives.

The group remained engaged throughout my one-hour presentation, and when it 
came time for questions and answers, at least ten or fifteen hands went up almost in-
stantly. The first few questions came from what seemed like a line of grimacing software 
vendors standing in the back of the room. (My presentation was not an endorsement 
for their products, so they must have felt a need to defend themselves.) Others asked 
about practical implications for the classroom. Still others, even though this was a con-
ference for teachers and school leaders, shared stories and concerns about the impact 
of technology on their own children.

3 Many of these authors are often associated with a newer field sometimes called “media 
ecology.” For more information on this field and a myriad of writings, see the Media Ecology 
Association website at http://www.media-ecology.org.
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In that presentation, I stated what I still consider to be sage advice to anyone read-
ing this book. While much of it came from Neil Postman, I believe it is as valuable to-
day as it was when he first started writing and talking about it in the 1990s. My advice 
goes something like this: I’m not suggesting that you stop using technology or that you 
choose to go the route of the Amish (although I have great respect for the Amish in 
regard to technology for reasons I will share later in this text). What I am suggesting is 
that there is more to technology than just learning how to use it. As Postman and many 
other media ecologists have explained, technology uses and shapes us as much as we 
use and shape it. I suggest that we take the time to think deeply about how technol-
ogy works on us. What are the benefits? What are the limitations? What does a given 
technology make possible? What does it make less likely? These questions will help 
us become more conscious about the impact of technology in our lives and help us 
make conscious decisions about our use of it. I challenge us to better understand how 
technology uses us and to make more intentional choices concerning what we will do 
about it. 

These questions form the basis and structure for this book. They represent the 
pursuit of the “examined life” in an increasingly digital age.4 Technology is part of cul-
ture—it is a cultural artifact. So I argue that it is good, even essential, to better under-
stand its place in our culture. Technology is increasingly integral in our homes, schools, 
libraries, grocery stores, communities, churches, places of work, government, hospitals 
and doctor’s offices, and nearly every aspect of our modern world. We do not want to 
merely follow wherever the technologies lead us; so we are wise to recognize both their 
benefits and their limitations in order to live examined, thoughtful, alert, and deliber-
ate lives. Therefore, as technology continuously changes almost everything about daily 
life, let us consider how it helps and hinders our relationships, spiritual lives, physical 
well-being, emotional lives, intellectual lives, leisure, work, and home lives. 

Much of my professional work at Concordia University Wisconsin focuses upon 
following trends, especially in education. I track trends and develop methods to help 
people anticipate what is likely to stick and what is not, aiding them in creating plans 
and strategies for the future. I help people prepare for the future. This is not an exact 
science, and I get things wrong from time to time, but with the right tools and strategies, 

4 Plato, Plato—Five Dialogues: Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Meno, Phaedo, trans. Benjamin Jowett 
(New York: LG Classics, 2016), 38. While there is a more nuanced explanation of “the exam-
ined life” in this citation, my usage in this text is broader. By it, I am suggesting that we be more 
thoughtful and deliberate about the role of technology in our lives. There is value in careful and 
prayerful consideration about the role of technology. Without that, we can easily and unexpect-
ed be drawn away from some of our most precious beliefs and values. 
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some of this forecasting is not as difficult as some might think. It is time-consuming to 
be sure, but it does not require genius. Yet, when I speak about the emerging future, I 
often run into despairing individuals who feel like they are Dorothy in the Wizard of 
Oz. One moment they are in their home in Kansas, the next they are plopped into an 
entirely different and strange world and are wondering how that happened so quickly. 

People often think that the technologies that now dominate our lives are over-
night changes. They appeared suddenly one day. In no time, new technologies seem to 
be everywhere, reshaping some part of our lives. Yet, this is not how technologies are 
incorporated into society. Most develop over years, even decades. We often see hints 
of them. Some people embrace these technologies long before they become part of 
the mainstream; these people are known as “early adopters,” a term coined by author 
Everett Rogers, a widely respected theorist and sociologist whose work focused on the 
sociology of communication technologies as well as the social aspects of leading in-
novations.5 Early iterations and versions of technologies are piloted and experimented 
with in segments of the population before they are found in the average household, 
school, pocket, or purse. 

Do not get me wrong. Technology is moving incredibly fast, and it is hard to keep 
up with the changes, even for those of us whose work it is to follow such trends. Yet, the 
changes do not occur as suddenly as they appear to. They catch us off guard because we 
do not acknowledge them or think about them until after they have become the new 
normal. When we welcome a new technology into our lives, we may let it play out as 
a novelty. We often do not think about how far-reaching it might be, how it will affect 
us, and what we will do about it. Yet, I believe it is important for us to change this. If we 
want to take responsibility, to have a voice and a choice about what happens to us, our 
loved ones, our families, our communities, our places of worship, and our schools, then 
we must take on this responsibility whole-heartedly. It is time to cultivate the habit of 
thinking deeply and often about the technologies in our world and our lives. This will 
assist us in making wise choices not only about the technologies we currently have and 
use, but also in areas where we have less choice about the technologies we encounter. 
In those instances, the intentional, deliberate approach to using technology at least in-
creases our awareness of the benefits, limitations, and implications of our technologies. 
That being said, I suspect there is a common misconception about technology that 
prevents us from doing this.

5 Everett M. Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, 5th ed., (New York: Free Press, 2005), 22.
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JUST A TOOL?

“Technology is just a tool,” we think. “What good or ill comes from a given tech-
nology all depends upon how you use it.” That is a common sentiment today, but it is 
also a fallacy. Technology is far from neutral. It has vast implications for our individual 
lives, families, communities, churches, schools, governments, and workplaces. It helps 
to shape how we think, speak, and act. While I appreciate the sentiment that everything 
depends upon our use of technology, since it is a tool, this mind-set has significant flaws 
and prevents us from exerting greater control over the role of technology in our lives.

It is helpful to begin by looking at a couple of definitions. According to the 
Merriam- Webster dictionary, a technology is “the practical application of knowledge 
especially in a particular area.”6 By this definition, a technology is designed to carry 
out a specific function. It is not neutral because it has an intended use, and it is not 
especially helpful for other uses. If I have a hammer, it’s quite useful in driving in a nail 
to connect two pieces of wood. It is far less helpful if I use it to comb my hair. That is 
because the technology of the hammer has the specific function of hitting things, not 
removing knots from my hair. Someone designed it with certain purposes in mind and 
not others. By its very nature, a hammer has a fundamental bias. 

This is what I mean when I say that technology is not a neutral tool. When I use the 
hammer example, this fact seems apparent; but what about when I mention a modern 
technology such as the cell phone, which is actually a collection of hundreds of tech-
nologies? These modern and multifaceted technologies have biases that are not as easily 
clarified or well understood. It takes time, study, and reflection for understanding to 
surface.

The Oxford Living Dictionary defines technology as “an applied scientific knowl-
edge,”7 though some prefer “systematic” to “scientific.” Regardless, this definition 
broadens our thinking beyond hardware and devices and challenges us to consider 
that technologies can be ideas, models, methods, strategies, frameworks, and other ab-
stract creations. A diet plan, in this sense, is a technology. So are time-management 
approaches, school grading systems, books, and traffic laws, which are established to 
promote road safety.

In each of these examples, my statement about technologies not being neutral 
stands. A collection of laws to govern traffic has biases. It amplifies some things and 

6 “Technology,” Merriam-Webster Online, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
technology (accessed August 9, 2017).

7 “Technology,” Oxford Living Dictionaries, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/
technology (accessed August 9, 2017).
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muffles others. It rewards careful, cautious driving and orderliness. It favors collective 
good over individual good. At the same time, it might delay you in reaching your des-
tination or inhibit other individual goals.

It is important to keep in mind that I am not claiming that technology is good or 
bad or has some sort of integrated moral agenda. Rather, I look at technology with what 
I call affordances and limitations. Each technology makes certain things more possible, 
more likely—it has affordances. Each technology also makes other things less possible 
or less likely—it has limitations.

AVOIDING THE TRAP

There is a persistent risk, when addressing a topic like technology, of falling into 
the trap of legalism—of turning cultural or personal preferences into law. We risk be-
lieving that our subjective viewpoints are aligned with the timeless and unchanging 
objective truth of God’s Word. In a spirit of helpfulness and in the pursuit of something 
clear, understandable, and practical, we create new commandments for ourselves that 
we then place on the shoulders of others as well. We establish “top ten” lists of what 
Christians parents should or should not require of their children when it comes to cell 
phone or Internet usage. We establish moral standards about the amount of television 
consumption that is appropriate for us or others. We judge ourselves and others on the 
basis of any number of similar man-made rules. Such lists and rules can certainly be 
useful in our individual lives, families, and communities; but we must be incredibly 
careful that we do not treat them or act as if they were commandments or standards 
from God. I hope and pray that I have not fallen into that trap in this book. It is my 
sincere effort to approach this topic with humility and to rely on God’s Word to help us 
navigate life in this connected and digital age. 

I do not spoon-feed answers to the dilemmas of our age here. I simply juxtapose 
the dilemmas and God’s Word and invite the reader to grapple with the application of 
God’s Word to these new and ever-changing circumstances. I have too high of a regard 
for objective truth to believe that my subjective viewpoints are absolutes for the rest of 
the world. That has the dual risk of placing man-made moral burdens on others while 
diminishing the value and importance of the actual absolute truths revealed in the 
Scriptures.

Those expecting simple and straightforward commandments for the digital age 
will be disappointed in this book because we do not need more Commandments. The 
Ten Commandments are our guide in all matters, just as they were when God first gave 
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them to Moses. The context of our daily lives is different from the wilderness that the 
children of Israel wandered through, of course. Nevertheless, throughout this book, I 
invite the reader to apply God’s Word to current life, thought, trends, and events. I will, 
at times, share my viewpoint, but my desire is to do it in a way that clearly distinguishes 
between opinion and timeless truth. 

SO, WHY THIS BOOK?

This is a book for Christians who are seeking wisdom in navigating the intersection 
of faith and life in the digital age. We know that “the fear of the Lord is instruction in 
wisdom, and humility comes before honor” (Proverbs 15:33). We also learn from the 
Book of James, “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously 
to all without reproach, and it will be given him” (1:5). These verses prepare us to ap-
proach this topic with humility and to recognize our flaws and limitations while also 
recognizing God’s supreme wisdom and love for us in Jesus Christ. We humbly exam-
ine life in this connected age with our Bibles open and our minds and hearts recep-
tive to what God will teach us. We turn to God in repentance, trusting in the atoning 
sacrifice of Jesus Christ. We humbly pray for the wisdom about which James speaks, 
doing so with confidence that our loving and just heavenly Father will indeed hear and 
answer these prayers. 

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book, then, is a technology in itself—one that brings with it both affordances 
and limitations. You have decisions about how you will use this technology. You might 
choose to read it alone, reflecting and prayerfully considering its content. You might be 
reading it as a required text for a course or for a group study at your church. Those con-
texts bring with them a chance to engage in the good work of “iron sharpen[ing] iron” 
(Proverbs 27:17) as you discuss, challenge, question, and learn alongside one another. 
You might also be reading this book as part of a book club, over coffee or some other 
beverage, gathering to discuss what you are learning and thinking. That is a wonderful 
way to read, reflect on, and consider the implications of a book. You might even be 
reading this book with others from different parts of the country or world, gathering in 
an online community or connecting via social media. Those medias offer you a differ-
ent type of conversation community by using the technologies. 

Any of these contexts are possibilities for how you may use this book. I personally 
am fond of finding a way to think and talk about the contents of a good book with 
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other people, learning in community. In fact, I wrote this book with that particular 
usage in mind. Navigating faith and life in a digital age is something done most effec-
tively in families and in Christian congregations and communities. We gather together, 
challenge and sharpen one another, encourage one another, learn from one another, 
study the Scriptures together, and join in prayer. It is my hope and prayer, therefore, 
that the majority of people will read and use this book within families, congregations, 
and Christian classrooms as a launch pad into careful and prayerful personal study and 
consideration. 

SCOPE OF THE BOOK

As I define it, technology is an incredibly broad term. There are many topics I men-
tion in this book but do not explore in depth. Instead, I opted to devote the greatest 
attention to communication technologies and technologies that offer us diverse media 
and information. I did this because such technologies are some of the most prevalent 
in our daily lives. For many Americans, such technologies garner attention for many 
hours each day. Therefore, I deemed these to be good and important places to start our 
consideration about the spiritual implications of technology in modern life. 

BE A BEREAN

Regardless of the context in which you will grapple with and make sense of the 
ideas in this book, I suggest you do so with the mind-set of a Berean. We read about the 
Bereans in the Book of Acts: “Now these Jews were more noble than those in Thessalo-
nica; they received the word with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if 
these things were so” (17:11). The Bereans did not blindly accept and follow Paul and 
his words. They examined and analyzed. They compared what he taught with the Scrip-
tures. I invite you to approach this book with that same method: analyzing and testing 
what you read here with what you read in the Bible. There are plenty of topics for which 
we have no direct and prescriptive teaching from God’s Word, but that does not mean 
God is silent on these issues. The Holy Spirit works through the Word “for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be 
complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16–17). I am grateful that you 
have chosen to devote time to reading this book and considering the implications of 
modern technology on your faith and life. I trust you will do so with your Bible open, 
testing what I write against the ultimate norm and source of doctrine for the Christian.

There are two parts in this book. The first examines attributes and experiences of 
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living in the digital world. You will be encouraged to describe and reflect on how digital 
culture is changing how people think, act, and work. We will consider the influence 
of technology upon our beliefs and values. Because new technologies are introduced 
almost daily, this first section is far from an exhaustive list, but I include some of the 
more prevalent aspects of modern life. Use this first section to think about the impact 
of these various attributes on your life, for your family, and in your church, community, 
and workplace.  

Following the thirteen chapters on features of life in a digital age, part 2 offers in-
sights and suggestions for how we might want to engage individually, as a family, and 
as a church with these (and other) attributes. Again, this is not exhaustive or a defined 
how-to list; rather, it is intended as a starting point for your prayerful reflection and 
discussion. 

In the end, my goal for this book is simple: that it would help you consider the 
challenges and opportunities of being a Christian in a digitized age.



HOW IS TECHNOLOGY  
SHAPING US?

In this section, we look at thirteen aspects of technology and how it affects our lives 
and influences beliefs and values. While there is some commentary about the impli-
cations of these influences and what we can do about them, most of that discussion is 
reserved for the second section of the book. As you read this section, consider how you 
have experienced or witnessed these influences. How do you see them at work in your 
life, family, church, workplace, and community?

 

PART 1
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HOW DO YOU FIND 
GOOD INFORMATION?
When you are trying to find good or accurate information 
(maybe both), how do you go about it? Do you settle for 
what shows up on your first Internet search? Do you ask 
friends, colleagues, or family for suggestions? Do you turn 
to a few trusted and credible sources to guide your deci-
sions? Consider recording some of your answers to these 
questions. What are some of the benefits or limitations to 
your most common approaches to finding information?
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Information Overload and Information Addiction
Neil Postman explains the cult of information in which we find ourselves this way: 

There is information. There is knowledge. And there is wisdom. Infor-
mation consists of small bits: ones and zeros, letters, numbers, words, 
individual and discrete facts. Knowledge is more than that. It pulls in-
formation together into a cohesive structure; it implies understanding 
and meaning from information. Wisdom, on the other hand, consists of 
discernment and judgement.8 

Wisdom is the ability to determine that which is good, true, right, and prudent. In 
Philippians 4:8, Paul writes, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, 
whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there 
is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about such things.” This is 
a call to wisdom, not just simple information or knowledge. 

The late journalist Miles Kington is credited with saying, “Knowledge is knowing 
that a tomato is a fruit. Wisdom is knowing not to put it in a fruit salad.” This distinction 
between information, knowledge, and wisdom is important to the Christian tradition. 
As we read in Proverbs 4:6–7, “Do not forsake her [wisdom], and she will keep you; 
love her, and she will guard you. The beginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom, and 
whatever you get, get insight.” Scripture tells us to value wisdom and to give it priority 
in our lives.

8 Neil Postman, “Informing Ourselves to Death,” Internet Archive, October 11, 1990, https://web.
archive.org/web/20090107102853/http://world.std.com/~jimf/informing.html (accessed March 
19, 2017).
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Postman continued with commentary on our current age, in which the average 
person has access to more information than ever before in history. We are just a click 
(or a question, if we ask Siri or Alexa) away from information about almost any topic. 
While not disregarding the benefit of information, Postman makes an important claim: 

While we have so much information available to us today, information 
does not solve many of our greatest problems in life. Those problems call 
for wisdom. Our world might have a fascination with information, but 
the simple accumulation of information is not enough.9 

It is easy to forget this. If we want to explore a topic, we can collect countless links, 
articles, and videos. In fact, sometimes we are so caught up collecting the information 
that we do not fully absorb, analyze, and understand what we gather. We lose sight of 
the goal—which is not to compile as much information as possible, but to increase our 
knowledge and, ultimately, develop wisdom. 

Information addiction, while not a clinical condition, is easy to fall into. Have you 
ever started working on a home project by browsing the web for images, examples, 
and ideas? It is not uncommon to find ourselves spending countless hours browsing 
and collecting ideas and images, even to the point that it takes up more time than the 
project itself. Before we know it, the information collection takes away from time that 
we could have spent on the actual project.

Here’s another familiar example: anyone with a physical symptom can search the 
Internet for information about it. There are countless medical websites and online 
medical dictionaries we can browse to self-diagnose. There are instances where people 
use this information with a good outcome. They may learn about treatment options, 
clinical trials, or support groups. Yet, there are also many instances of people working 
themselves into high levels of anxiety because of the information they find. Without the 
wisdom of a trained medical person to discern what information is relevant and what 
is not, a person can easily become distraught, thinking the Internet is telling them that 
the rash on their arm could be evidence of a rare, exotic, life-threatening parasitic infes-
tation or worse. Or it could be the first time they discover they’re allergic to poison ivy. 

The reality is that while we have access to information, we may not have the formal 
training, in-depth knowledge, or wisdom that allows us to correctly discern the infor-
mation at our fingertips. Amid information overload, we can forget that having access 
to information is not the same as having expertise. We may assume, for example, that 
having access to the information makes knowledge acquisition and the cultivation of 

9 Ibid.
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wisdom unnecessary. Why spend so much time learning something when we can just 
look it up when the need arises?

Of course, it does not take much to challenge such a notion. If I am a surgeon, is it 
adequate for me to not prepare for a surgery, to assume I can just search for a helpful 
YouTube video whenever I need to perform a procedure on a patient? We reject such 
an example as absurd, yet the temptation to devalue the role of expertise, competence, 
and wisdom remains quite prevalent in society. 

Conversely, ready access to information changes the way we think about educa-
tion. That is, some information is not as important to memorize as it once was. I hes-
itate to give specific examples as I find that many people have a special commitment 
to the idea of memorizing certain facts. However, I encourage readers to pause and 
reflect on what they still consider important to memorize and what they do not. As one 
example, I personally contend that memorizing a long list of phone numbers is far less 
relevant for me today, given that I have them all in the contact list on my mobile phone. 
I still remember a short list of critical numbers, for emergencies when devices are not 
readily available, but beyond that, memorizing phone numbers is less important to me. 

What is important is that we do not assume that memorization or true learning is 
no longer necessary in all domains and contexts. There is still need for hard work to 
cultivate knowledge and skill over an extended period. Learning is more than informa-
tion acquisition; it includes personal development and formation that do not happen 
by simply accessing information.

In a world of potential information overload and even information addiction, the 
need arises to develop a more robust understanding and appreciation of the role of 
wisdom. One of the ways wisdom is acquired concerning a topic or skill is through the 
arduous and often unglamorous process of developing expertise and competence. 

We are in an era shaped by data mining, informatics, big data analysis, and data 
analytics. We track a multitude of human behaviors—and this is not a neutral activity. 
The collection and analysis of data about individuals has ethical considerations. If and 
how we collect and analyze the data about people in our churches, schools, and com-
munities, for example, is not a straightforward exercise. If you ask people in organiza-
tions why they are collecting data, you will likely receive many reasonable answers. You 
may also find some that strike you as concerning. Decisions about data collection call 
for wisdom and prayerful consideration because they often have complex implications. 
The purpose of the data collection might be for a good cause or reason, but there are 
also considerations about privacy; the danger of compromised information; or issues 
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around how people might misuse or misinterpret some of the data, especially when it 
is taken out of context.

The scope and impact of data collection is not new to our era. Humankind has a 
long history of seeking to quantify things that are not inclined toward quantification. 
Consider your favorite song, novel, or piece of art. Would you agree that a careful quan-
titative analysis of it would give an accurate picture of why it is your favorite? Would 
you be satisfied with a quantitative analysis or a compilation of descriptive data in place 
of the real thing? Suppose you went to an art museum and discovered that every paint-
ing and sculpture had been replaced with a chart, a diagram, or spreadsheet. Of course, 
we realize that there is a difference between statistics on something and the real thing.

Nonetheless, we live in an age of quantification. What we can measure and quantify 
garners more attention than what we cannot. Consider how this drives debates in the 
modern education system. Some lobby for standardized tests that allow us to quanti-
fy the intelligence, aptitude, or mastery of a learner. Yet, as Christians, we know that 
education is not about achieving a certain test score as much as it is growing in mind, 
body, and spirit. We know that it is difficult or impossible to rate and rank some of the 
most important aspects of learning. It is about growing in ways that allow us to love 
our neighbor, to live out our current and future callings. In other words, education is 
about cultivating wisdom.

COGNITIVE OVERLOAD

In the field of psychology, there is a concept known as “cognitive load theory” that 
is relevant to this topic. Cognitive load theorists focus upon the effort required to pay 
attention to or understand something. It is a theory used to guide people who design 
educational resources and learning experiences to increase opportunities for student 
learning. The general concept is that learning is hindered or enhanced by the way con-
tent is presented.

Consider the example that emerged in some schools when interactive whiteboards 
(called by the brand name SMART Board) were installed in classrooms. These devices 
function like whiteboards of the past, but they include computer projection and are 
touch-sensitive. Teachers or students can project documents and web pages, write on 
the board, and interact with computer-generated visuals. The use of such a technology 
in classrooms increases student engagement and learning. 

Yet, that is not always what happens, especially when interactive whiteboards are 
used in math classrooms. Imagine this scenario: A student comes into the room for 
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math class, sits at her desk, takes out her book, and opens her notebook, ready to take 
notes. The teacher is standing in the front of the room at the interactive whiteboard, 
which is flanked by traditional whiteboards. As the teacher takes the class through the 
lesson, she moves between the traditional and the interactive whiteboards. The stu-
dents are expected to pay attention to the textbook, the notebook, the interactive white-
board, the traditional whiteboard, and the teacher. This shifting of attention increases 
the students’ mental load. This is less of a challenge for students who know the subject 
well, but those who struggle to understand the concepts are distracted by the variety 
of focal points and have less comprehension. They will experience cognitive overload. 

This is not unlike what some people experience when they attend worship services 
that require them to look at words on a projection screen upfront, on the pages of a 
hymnal, and in a bulletin. This is less challenging for people who know the order of 
service and format. But it will create cognitive overload and decreased processing ca-
pacity for those who don’t. 

Now consider the daily bombardment of information from countless sources. De-
spite the deluge, we find ourselves craving even more information, so we deliberately 
seek it via our devices. That craving may not be beneficial when it comes to attention 
span and depth of understanding. We may be distracted, confused, forget facts that 
were previously easy to remember. As Nicholas Carr explains in The Shallows, we expe-
rience overload when we take in more information than we are capable of processing.10

Information overload does not contribute to deep thinking, critical thinking skills, 
or the cultivation of wisdom. It promotes knee-jerk reactions and quick decisions as 
coping mechanisms. We may even shut down emotionally (which could explain those 
blank expressions when people are absorbed in browsing the web). Carr suggests this is 
an induced numbness caused by overwhelming ourselves with too much information.11 

WISDOM

Consider another scenario. Imagine you have the task of finding the answer to an 
important and complex question at work. Your supervisor places you in a large room 
full of thousands of books and stacks of paper journals and whitepapers. It would take 
hundreds of years to read everything in the room, yet you have to find the answer in 
this sea of information. Where do you start? What strategy do you use to accomplish 
what feels like an impossible task? Do you go with the book that’s closest to you, or do 

10 Nicholas G. Carr, The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to our Brains (New York: Norton, 
2011), 125–29.

11 Ibid., 209–10. 
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you browse the stacks and piles, looking for something that relates? Do you start with 
what is on the top of the piles or the bottom? 

Now, let us adjust the scenario. You are in that same room, but all the books and 
journals are gone. Instead, you are sitting at a computer with the Google homepage 
open. You type in your question, and more than a million matching responses pop up. 
Where do you begin? Do you just go with that which showed up first? How many pages 
do you scan? When you find an answer, do you test it against more sources? How much 
scanning and reading is enough? 

For those who have more nuanced skills in information literacy, this is a manage-
able task. They have developed systems, strategies, and methods to work through infor-
mation challenges. For others, the volume of data is overwhelming and could even lead 
to anxiety or abandoning the task altogether. Still others use a strategy or method they 
like but that might not be helpful in finding the right or best answer. They go to their 
favorite sites, disregarding unfamiliar ones. They look only at what is easily accessible 
in full text online, while the best answers may be in new articles that are currently avail-
able only in print. They limit their search to the first page or two of the search results or 
they limit the key words used in their search.

As we will continue to explore, the nature of information and news in the digital 
world is of no small importance for the Christian because truth is central to our worl-
dview. Furthermore, many of the moral and religious messages that the average person 
will encounter today will come through digital media. They come from a wild blend of 
social media, news sites, and entertainment outlets. As we are increasingly immersed 
in this vast ocean of information, we must remember that not all of it is true, nor does 
it point us to the ultimate source of truth. Let us continue this in the next chapter as we 
focus our attention on news in the digital age. 

DISCUSSION AND REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Do you find yourself seeking wisdom versus information? What do you 
observe in regard to this in schools, the community, and the workplace?

• Can you think of times when information overload or the accumulation of 
information distracted you or others from more important priorities?

• The church is in a unique position given its fundamental value of wisdom 
over just information. How might our churches more actively point people 
in our communities to the value of wisdom versus information? 


