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Prologue – When the Glow Replaces the Flame
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There’s a strange kind of stillness that settles on the house after midnight, the kind where the refrigerator hum sounds like a cathedral organ and the dog shifting in his sleep feels like a sermon illustration begging to be stolen. The world is quiet, but your thumb isn’t. You’re scrolling, not even knowing why, chasing one more video, one more thread, one more headline that convinces you you’re still connected to something alive. You tell yourself you’re not addicted, just bored, just unwinding, just “checking in.” But then an hour slips, maybe two, maybe the whole night, and you realize the blue glow has been your only companion in this so-called sanctuary of silence. You look up from the screen and realize you’ve been looking down for so long that your neck aches and your soul feels emptier than when you started. Somewhere deep inside, you know this isn’t just bad sleep hygiene. This is a hunger that never gets fed.

The digital wilderness didn’t arrive with a trumpet blast or a fiery warning from heaven. It arrived quietly, like manna without God’s hand, like a substitute bread falling from Silicon Valley skies. First, the promise was simple: connection, convenience, community. A way to keep up with your cousin in Nebraska and your college roommate in Ohio, to watch your kid’s basketball highlight reel without standing in a cold gym, to carry the world’s library in your pocket. But somewhere between promise and payoff, we found ourselves wandering, screens glowing like golden calves, thumbs twitching like priests at a false altar. We were no longer using technology as a tool; it was using us as worshipers. And the worst part is, we rarely noticed the shift. It happened slowly, one dopamine hit at a time, until the scroll became liturgy, and the algorithm our priest.

We are a people with divided attention. We stand in church singing about setting our eyes on Jesus, and then we check our phones during the sermon because our fantasy football team just scored. We say we long for silence and solitude with God, and then we panic the moment the Wi-Fi cuts out. Our sacred texts remind us that “in quietness and trust is your strength,” but the quiet is unbearable, and the trust feels like bad bandwidth. So instead, we refresh, reload, and retweet. We trade the God who sees us for the app that notices our engagement. We trade presence for performance, community for followers, prayer for posts. And then we wonder why our souls feel so threadbare, like a sweater snagged on every passing branch of outrage, comparison, and distraction.

The old saints had their deserts. Moses had Sinai, Elijah had the cave, Jesus had forty days with wild animals and angels. We, in our infinite modern wisdom, have TikTok at 2 a.m. We have the digital desert: endless scrolling where every oasis is a mirage. Instead of burning bushes, we have viral videos that flare bright and vanish. Instead of angels ministering, we have influencers whispering sponsorship codes. Instead of God’s still small voice, we have a cacophony of hot takes. And yet, strangely, the wilderness metaphor still holds. Because the wilderness is where you confront what you truly worship. It’s where you discover what you can’t live without. It’s where God’s people either made idols of golden calves or learned to depend on daily bread. The wilderness is never neutral ground. And the feeds we wander through today are no different.

Let’s name the reality with no sugar-coating: our attention has been commodified. Every swipe, every pause, every click is data fed into an algorithm that learns what makes us laugh, what makes us rage, what makes us stay. The platforms aren’t evil in the cartoonish sense of mustache-twirling villains, but they are ruthless in their devotion to one god: engagement. The longer you stay, the more they profit. And in that economy, your restlessness is their revenue. Your outrage is their oxygen. Your loneliness is their leverage. You aren’t the customer. You’re the product. And if that doesn’t send a shiver down your theological spine, it should. Because God has always been the one who says you are infinitely valuable for who you are. The algorithm only says you are valuable if you click, if you rage, if you buy. God calls you child. The algorithm calls you content generator. And the more we forget that difference, the more the wilderness swallows us whole.

But before we pick up our pitchforks against technology, let’s slow down. This book is not a manifesto for digital monasticism. I’m not going to tell you to smash your phone, delete every app, and move to a cabin in the woods—though if you do, please write me a letter, because I’d love to hear how it goes. The point isn’t escape; the point is engagement with wisdom. The early church didn’t run from cities because they were full of idols. They entered them, they planted churches, they lived as peculiar people within the empire. In the same way, our calling is not to pretend the digital doesn’t exist but to ask: how do we follow Christ in the scroll? How do we live faithfully when the liturgies of likes and shares compete with the liturgies of prayer and sacrament? How do we shape our feeds rather than being shaped by them? That’s the tension we’re here to wrestle with.

And wrestling is exactly what it will take, because this is not just a matter of willpower. The tech we cradle in our palms is not neutral. It’s engineered with the precision of a casino. Variable reward schedules keep us hooked the way slot machines keep retirees glued to flashing screens in Vegas. Push notifications mimic the tug of Pavlov’s bell. Infinite scrolls exploit our brain’s inability to find closure. When the psalmist said, “I will lift up my eyes to the hills,” he probably didn’t mean endless vertical feeds designed by behavioral scientists. And yet, here we are, eyes down, neck bent, hearts restless. It’s not that we are weak; it’s that we are human up against superhuman manipulation. The solution cannot simply be “try harder.” It has to be “train differently.”

What makes the struggle so slippery is that it’s not all bad. Technology has given us miracles: video calls with dying grandparents, Bible studies across continents, worship services streamed into hospital rooms, voices amplified for justice in places where silence once reigned. Technology is a gift, just as fire was a gift to early humanity. Fire can warm, illuminate, and cook a meal—or it can burn down a village. The same spark that fuels the hearth can ignite the pyre. The question is not whether the gift is good, but whether we have learned to steward it. When Paul said, “All things are lawful, but not all things are beneficial,” he probably couldn’t imagine TikTok filters or AI companions, but the principle holds. Just because it’s possible doesn’t mean it’s profitable for your soul. The sacred task before us is discernment.

So here’s what this book is not: it’s not another self-help detox plan that guilts you into deleting your apps for thirty days and congratulates you for having stronger willpower than your neighbor. Shame is a terrible motivator for transformation. And here’s what it is: a theological, pastoral, and deeply practical attempt to find God in the algorithm. To recognize that this strange wilderness we inhabit can still be holy ground if we know how to take off our sandals. To believe that God is not absent from our feeds, but waiting for us to pay attention in new ways. To offer hope that we can reclaim our attention, our presence, our humanity, not by escaping the digital but by sanctifying it. This is not about logging off forever. This is about logging on differently.

Because the truth is, our digital lives are not separate from our spiritual lives. The same heart that prays in the morning is the one that flares with envy during an Instagram scroll. The same mouth that sings hymns on Sunday can spit venom in a Facebook comment thread. The same body that kneels in prayer at night is the one hunched over in the glow of doom-scrolling. You don’t get to split yourself into “real” and “digital” versions, at least not in God’s eyes. You are one person, whole and beloved, and the way you inhabit your digital spaces is as spiritually significant as the way you inhabit your physical ones. Which means discipleship has to extend into your notifications. Holiness has to reach your hashtags. Grace has to show up in your group chats. The Spirit isn’t allergic to Wi-Fi. If the kingdom of God is truly coming “on earth as it is in heaven,” then yes, it must also come online.

This book is a map, but it’s not a straight line. There are detours, dead ends, and deserts along the way. In Part I, we’ll step into the digital wilderness with open eyes, naming the realities we face. In Part II, we’ll explore the battlegrounds where the struggle is fiercest: outrage, curated selves, counterfeit intimacy, and information overload. In Part III, we’ll talk about practices—ancient and modern—that help us resist and redeem. In Part IV, we’ll cast vision for a reclaimed life, one that doesn’t just survive the algorithm but flourishes in spite of it. And at the end, we’ll log off not to abandon the digital world but to look up, to remember that our story is bigger than any feed.

But before you dive into all that, pause. Literally pause. Put the book down for a second and notice how your fingers twitch toward your phone. Notice how your mind leaps to notifications you might have missed. That discomfort is not shame—it’s revelation. It’s proof of how deep the wilderness runs. And it’s the place where God wants to meet you. The God who called Moses out of the burning bush, who whispered to Elijah in the silence, who sent Jesus into the desert to be tempted—this same God is not intimidated by your scrolling. He’s not disgusted by your addiction. He’s not wringing His hands about your screen time report. He is here, in the glow, waiting for you to notice that the flame has always been brighter than the feed.
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Chapter 1 – The Scroll Awakening
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It usually doesn’t happen in a flash of light or a Hollywood-style epiphany. More often it happens in the half-numbed haze of a late night when you realize your thumb has been flicking upward for so long it aches, and you don’t even remember what you’ve just consumed. You were looking for something—anything really—but you found nothing except the hollow, cotton-candy aftertaste of content that evaporates the moment it hits your tongue. The “scroll awakening” is less like a lightning bolt from heaven and more like catching yourself in the bathroom mirror at three in the morning, phone still glowing in your hand, and whispering, “What am I even doing?” It’s the moment you realize the feed is no longer serving you—you’re serving it. The moment you feel the faint but terrifying suspicion that your life is not being lived but observed, not being stewarded but distracted. The moment the algorithm has you by the throat, and only God can shake you loose.

To understand this moment, let’s look at the brutal facts. The average person now spends nearly seven hours a day on screens, with over two and a half of those on social media. That means more waking hours with the glow than with our kids, our spouses, or our own thoughts. Attention spans are cratering—one study showed they’ve dropped from twelve seconds to eight in just a couple of decades, which is apparently one second shorter than a goldfish, though I suspect goldfish PR is behind that stat. Dopamine loops are hijacked so efficiently that the very neurochemistry God designed to reward us for eating, bonding, and seeking Him is now drained dry by swipe-based slot machines called apps. If you think this is just a young person’s problem, think again. Middle-aged men doom-scrolling stock charts, grandmothers trapped in political comment threads, pastors addicted to Twitter wars over theology—they all testify to the same reality: this is a universal wilderness. None of us are immune.

But statistics alone rarely shake us awake. Awakening comes with story, with lived experience, with the thud of your own rock bottom. A friend of mine—an admired spiritual leader who built a whole career preaching presence and prayer—confessed to me over coffee that he once lost an entire Friday night scrolling reels. He had opened his phone to check one message, a completely innocent intention, and woke up from the trance at three in the morning with a dry mouth, stiff neck, and a sense that something holy had been stolen. The worst part, he said, wasn’t the wasted time. It was the absence of memory. He couldn’t tell you what he’d consumed, who he’d argued with, what had made him laugh, or even why he started. He remembered the shame, yes, but not the substance. He had been emptied, not filled. And when he dragged himself into prayer the next morning, his mind was still echoing with sound bites and punchlines from strangers he’d never meet. “It was like trying to pray with static blaring in the background,” he said. That was his scroll awakening. And if you’re honest, you probably have your own.

There’s a reason these stories cut deeper than a report about screen-time averages. Numbers tell you what humanity is doing, but testimony tells you what your soul is doing. We need both. The prophets of Israel weren’t just statisticians; they told stories of people falling at idols, stories of priests going through empty rituals, stories of kings losing themselves in foreign alliances. Those stories were mirrors, and mirrors don’t flatter. In the same way, the scroll awakening is a mirror held up to us—not to condemn, but to confront. Because you can’t change what you won’t name, and you won’t name what you won’t admit. So here’s the naming: our relationship with technology has slid from tool to idol, from servant to master. That doesn’t mean the phone in your pocket is a golden calf, but it does mean your habits may be bowing down to something you don’t want to call god.

What makes this awakening uniquely modern is that the idol is invisible. When the Israelites forged a calf, at least they could point to it and say, “That’s the thing we’re worshiping.” Our calf is an endless feed, a curated
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