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Prologue.

The image seems harmless enough: a gray-haired man, presumably God, with text that says: “I gave you free will So use it exactly as I command you to.”
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It’s one example of an image known as a meme offered by Heidi Campbell, a communications professor at Texas A&M University, who studies how such images can affect widespread perceptions of religion and of members of religious groups.

Campbell was one of more than a dozen panelists who participated in a “Religion Beyond Memes” conference 

exploring the role the images play in how some people perceive certain faiths and those who practice them.

“One of the questions I’m often asked is, ‘Isn’t the Internet part of why religion is getting such a bad rap?’ I would argue that the Internet doesn’t frame religion in a negative way,” said Campbell. “What it does is magnifies and extends some popular discourse that has been going on (offline).”

Religion online is often based on stereotypes, she said, and sometimes that’s because nuance can’t be captured in the succinct methods used in online communication, including memes. However, there are positive ways some use to express their religious identity online, Campbell added, and some use digital spaces and resources to “create and perform” a religious identity.

The “buddy Christ” meme from the movie Dogma portrays a smiling statue of a winking Jesus, with one arm outstretched and the other giving a thumbs-up; in the film, it was portrayed as the new symbol of the Catholic Church, Campbell explained. Though the meme portrays a playful Jesus, it also has been used for negative narratives.

“Memes aren’t just about humor, they’re not just lackadaisical,” she insisted. “They are serious spaces for us to find out how people think about religion in contemporary society.”

I

n his 1976 book, The Selfish Gene, British scientist Richard Dawkins attempted to explain how aspects of culture replicate, mutate, and evolve (memetics). He came up with the word meme and defended his newly coined word, which he defined as "a unit of cultural transmission." 

Like any good meme, meme caught on and evolved, eventually developing the meaning known to anyone who spends time online.

A meme (/miːm/; MEEM) is an idea, behavior, or style that spreads by means of imitation from person to person within a culture and often carries symbolic meaning representing a particular phenomenon or theme, according to Wikipedia.

Google’s English dictionary, provided by Oxford Languages, defines “meme” this way:

noun

noun: meme; plural noun: memes

1.

an image, video, piece of text, etc., typically humorous in nature, that is copied and spread rapidly by internet users, often with slight variations.

2.

an element of a culture or system of behavior passed from one individual to another by imitation or other non-genetic means.

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, a meme can be “an image, video or piece of text, typically humorous in nature, that is copied and spread by Internet users, often with slight variations.”

It’s been said that “a text out of context is a pretext,” meaning that a piece of writing taken from its original setting can be used to justify a predetermined idea ... often leading to a false conclusion. The expression highlights the importance of considering the historical, cultural, and literary environment of a text to understand its true meaning, particularly in fields like theology. 

An exception that proves the point,, this is precisely what memes do: They pull-quote a verse from the Bible and illuminate its original meaning, thereby stripping the scripture from years and layers of traditional religious interpretation, often devoid of its voice and purpose.

Supporters regard memes as cultural analogues to genes in that they self-replicate, mutate, and respond to selective pressures. An Internet meme, typically an image, is remixed, copied, and circulated in a shared cultural experience online, much as political cartoons lampoon politics and social issues of the day on the op-ed pages of newspapers.

Memes are one of the ways to engage and influence political, social, cultural, and religious aspects of life. 

“Memes have taken over the Internet, spreading like wildfire across social media, group chats, and even corporate marketing campaigns,” writes Farnaz Kia in her blog about artificial intelligence. She shares some vital statistics:


›  Research from New York University discovered that memes are 10 times more effective than regular marketing visuals, achieving a 60% higher rate of organic interaction.
›  According to data from Instagram,1 million memes are shared daily.


›  The Pew Research Center found that 75% of individuals aged 13 to 36 post memes, with 55% sharing them weekly and 30% daily, indicating a strong meme presence among young adults.



Memes aren’t just entertainment. They’re cultural currency, shareable snippets, and often, the quickest way to reach millions of people by “going viral,”.

Several factors can contribute to the success of a meme, says Kia:


›  Fidelity: Memes that can be accurately copied and shared have a higher chance of spreading, as they maintain their original meaning and impact.
›  Fecundity: Memes that are easily transmitted have a higher likelihood of reaching a larger audience, increasing their chances of survival and propagation.


›  Longevity: Memes that can endure are more likely to become a part of our cultural lexicon. Such memes are often flexible, adaptable, and capable of withstanding challenges from competing ideas.


›  Utility: Memes that provide some benefit to those who adopt them, whether it be social, psychological, or spiritual, are more likely to thrive. Such benefits may include increased social status, emotional comfort, or a sense of belonging.




I

n their paper “Reading Religion in Internet Memes” published in the Journal of Religion, Media & Digital Culture (JRMDC), researchers Wendi Bellar, Heidi A. Campbell, Kyong James Cho, Andrea Terry, Ruth Tsuria, Aya Yadlin-Segal, and Jordan Ziemer from Texas A&M University provided a preliminary report of a study of religious-oriented Internet memes. 

Their findings argue that memes provide an important sphere for investigating and understanding religious meaning-making online, which expresses key attributes of participatory culture and trends toward a more fully lived religion.

“Memes provide a medium in which users can make sense and meaning of their beliefs through creating visual expressions of religion. These are then negotiated and reshaped by others who replicate and reinterpret these memes within their own understandings and experiences,” the researchers conclude.

“Religious-oriented Internet memes offer an interesting form for examination of how religious understanding is produced, consumed and circulated online. Analyzing which cultural artifacts and ideas are used within religious-oriented memes – humorous or otherwise – reveals how various religious practitioners make sense of religion in their lives and how the public perceives of faith in contemporary society.”

P

hilosopher Daniel Dennett, in his book Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon, presents the idea that religion can be seen as a “mind virus” or a particularly potent meme. This concept suggests that religious beliefs and practices propagate themselves by exploiting human cognitive vulnerabilities, effectively “hijacking” the minds of their adherents.

Dennett attributes several factors to the success of religion as a mind virus or meme:


›  Emotional Appeal: Religion often addresses universal human concerns, such as the fear of death, the desire for purpose and meaning, and the need for social cohesion. By offering comfort and hope, religion taps into powerful emotions that facilitate its spread and acceptance.
›  Authoritative Claims: Many religions claim to possess absolute truth, often asserting that their teachings have been divinely revealed or inspired. This appeal to authority can discourage critical examination and create an environment where questioning religious tenets is seen as a sign of disrespect or even blasphemy.


›  Ritual and Repetition: Religious practices typically involve rituals, prayers, and ceremonies that are repeated over time. This repetition reinforces beliefs and fosters a sense of group identity and belonging, making it difficult for individuals to consider alternative perspectives or challenge established norms.


›  Community and Social Reinforcement: Religion often provides a sense of community and social support, which can be particularly appealing in times of uncertainty or hardship. By promoting shared values and norms, religion fosters group cohesion and strengthens social bonds, further entrenching its influence on individuals.


›  Cognitive Shortcuts: Human minds often rely on cognitive shortcuts or heuristics to simplify complex information and make quick decisions. Religion capitalizes on these mental shortcuts by offering simple explanations for complex phenomena, such as the origins of the universe, the nature of morality, or the causes of natural disasters.


›  Exploiting Fear and Uncertainty: Religion often exploits human fears and uncertainties, such as the fear of death or the unknown. By offering promises of salvation, eternal life, or divine protection, religion provides reassurance and solace in the face of existential anxiety, increasing its appeal and influence.




A

s a result of these factors, religion can become deeply ingrained in the minds of its adherents, making it difficult for them to subject their beliefs to critical examination,” says AK James in his April 20, 2023, article in Medium, “The Meme of Fundamentalist Christianity: A Stranglehold on Rationality and Compassion.” James explains: “This resistance to questioning or skepticism can further entrench religious memes, perpetuating their influence across generations and societies.”

“Memes come with a sense of playfulness, allowing severe and complex messages to be delivered with a hint of humor or a comic stance. Their simplicity, ease of creation, and playfulness lure users into being a part of online meme creation and sharing, rendering them an acceptable way to communicate and educate fellow folks,” add Navrang Rathi and Pooja Jain in “Spreading Religion and Culture through Internet Memes,” in the October-December 2023 Journal of Dharma. 

“These attributes provide them (memes) a suitable option as a religious artifact ... crafted for education, disseminating information, entertainment, or restoring belief.”

For example, when Jesus said “Render unto Caesar ...” he was talking about paying your taxes, quite different than a standard Sunday sermon focusing on what we owe to the state v. what we owe to God.

What we infrequently hear is that at least some of these taxes were used – even by the Romans – to help the poor. They understood that, without the work and other contributions of the poor to society, the empire would collapse. They didn’t drive the poor away; rather, they welcomed them.

Similarly, consider the parable of the talents, which many theologians believe teaches us that we should use the gifts God gives us. But, maybe, it’s (also) financial investment advice? 

A clever meme could point this out.

Sad how our world has changed! Yet a meme can capture the spirit of this paradox quite simply and cause us to pause and reconsider these words of the Gospel.

R

athi and Jain conclude that, “... as society evolves technologically, more individuals seek spirituality and inner peace through online forums and platforms. This has led to a massive online presence that never existed before, further impeding the need for religious and cultural memes to preserve society. Within these online communities, religious and spiritual memes have emerged to engage and explore one's beliefs in a lighthearted and accessible manner.”

The impact of memes on religious identity is profound, especially among those who navigate their spirituality online. Memes serve as a means of expression, allowing individuals to articulate their beliefs in a contemporary context. As they share and create memes, believers reinforce their identities and connect with like-minded individuals, cultivating a sense of belonging in a digital community.

For many, sharing or creating religious memes becomes
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