Traveling Biblically on the Digital Way
In one lifetime the world has changed dramatically—more, one might argue, than in all the previous
lifetimes combined. Many of today’s elders were born where life went on much as it had since Old Testament
times: people grew their own food, using simple machines powered by animals; they carried water in from a
well; they relieved themselves in a simple hole in the ground; they traveled—if they traveled—by foot or on
the backs of horses or donkeys.
But today these same people, through aged eyes, see a very different
world. Everything visible about everyday life has changed. Alvin
Toffler famously described these changes in terms of three waves:
agrarian, industrial, and informational.
Today’s students have lived all of their conscious lives in the
Information Age. They have always used personal computers; they
have always surfed the internet; they have always listened to their
music electronically; they have pretty much always preferred texting
to email.
Many educators have noticed that these students seem to think
and learn differently from the way their forefathers did and that most
of these differences seem to be technologically caused. These “digital natives” scan rather than reading;
they speak rather than listening; they react rather than
contemplating. They do everything quickly, and they
“real solutions
embrace relatively uncritically the differences that
technologies bring to their lifestyle and underlying values.
to our biggest
What technology has done is not to solve our spiritual
and social problems; it has only enabled us to be what we
are much more intensely and efficiently. Our students need
not more efficiency, but a better starting point within.

problems will
be found not in technological
advances but in spiritual change.”

Vehicle, Not Driver
The Scripture teaches that we are fallen, sinful, and in need of rescue (Romans 1–3). That means that
our greatest problems are not outside of us, in our environment; they are within. It follows, then, that real
solutions to our biggest problems will be found not in technological advances but in spiritual change. We
suffer not from insufficient bandwidth but from our own rebellious hearts that have separated us from the
God whose image we bear.
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Not only should we resist seeing the latest technology as our savior, then, but we should also maintain
a steady skepticism about the good it will do. And it will do great good; the Web and related technologies
have revolutionized ministry as well as daily life, and those benefits should be appreciated. But it has also
brought great evil: Pornography is more easily accessible than ever, and an entire generation is suffering the
consequences of that distorted thinking in their minds and in their marriages; public discourse is as uncivil as
it has ever been, and almost certainly worse.
There’s no question that educating students for the current world, and the future, will require some
changes from the traditional schoolhouse. Most obviously, the school should provide access to the various
technologies. While students may not need to be shown how to use the technology at the simplest levels—
they typically know more about that than their teachers do—they will need some instruction on dealing with
the flood of information available to them electronically: They will need guidance on evaluation of resources.
Educators will need to rethink forms of assessment when the study sources are being updated in real time
online. They will also need to give thought to test security in a day when every student has a cell-phone
camera and the ability to attach photos to text messages. At a deeper level, students will need guidance on the
difference between legitimate multitasking and a general lack of concentration.
But changing the delivery system for education does not, and should not, replace the well-thought-out and
well-represented content of the message. For Christian educators, some things must not change; in fact, some
unchanging things must be emphasized even more aggressively in a rapidly changing world, precisely because
it is changing. We find those unchanging things, of course, in the Scripture.

The Right Road Map
The Scripture begins by noting that we are created in
the image of God (Genesis 1:26−27). Among many other
things, this means that like God, we are relational. He is
three persons in one essence, always fellowshiping, always
in harmony. It is not good, He said, for us to be alone,
even as it is unthinkable for Him to be alone. It is our
nature to have relationships and to be enriched by them.
Inherent in our most important relationships is
intimacy; we need to be close to one another. That
means that we need to listen as well as speak; in a world
gone mad with self-expression in texting, we cannot
allow our students to leave our care without having
“… we cannot allow our
learned how to listen and how to converse rather than
students to leave our care
simply expressing themselves. As we listen, we find that
people are complicated; we can’t surf our relationships
without having learned how to
the way we surf the Web or scan blog entries in Google
listen and how to converse.”
Reader. As we begin to appreciate the people with whom
we are intimately connected, we find that we must
care about them and for them; we must be more than Facebook friends, who can be easily and routinely
“defriended.” Genuine relationships involve commitment.
Relationships lead naturally to community, a circle of friends. The Scripture makes it clear that we need
community; a primary means of grace is the assembled body of believers, the church (Ephesians 4:27).
Since this community is stronger only as it becomes more diverse (Romans 12; 1 Corinthians 12), we

should encourage our students to extend their relationships beyond parochial circles of people who are just
like them and who share the same interests. We, and they, should resist the balkanization—and the social
polarization—that interest groups on the Web encourage.
A natural outgrowth of community is accountability; for example,
the church is given the task of internal discipline (Matthew 18;
1 Corinthians 5; 2 Thessalonians 3) for the overall health of the
body and its individual members. If we are to live in societies, there
needs to be agreement on procedures and courtesies, and someone
needs to be in charge. Anarchy is not a novel philosophy, and it
works no better in the Information Age than in any previous one.
K4−Grade 12 students are uniformly unready to direct their own
education, and teachers will need to keep directing curriculum and
assessment. Though the democratization that has been a natural
result of the growth of the internet is in some ways a good thing,
crowd-sourcing, for example, has opened the way for the creation
of products, such as Panoramio, Facebook, and Wikipedia, that
would have been economically impossible if directed from the top
down—a reflexive antiauthoritarianism is unbiblical and should
be resisted. God instituted multiple authorities in the world—civil,
religious, and familial—for good and wise reasons. It is tempting,
in a day of immediate news cycles and a flourishing and crowded
“God instituted
agora, to ridicule and reject all forms of these authorities—to engage
multiple authorities in
in cut-and-paste plagiarism, for example, or to assume that because
the world . . . for good
technological knowledge is fast-paced and ever-changing, the old have
and wise reasons.”
nothing to contribute to the knowledge base—but we do so at our
own peril. Today’s students may think that oversight is moot in a day
when they can go anywhere, learn anything, and speak to anyone from their netbook with a simple Wi-Fi
hotspot or a cellular signal, but they are not as disconnected from oversight as they imagine, and they are not
without the need for that oversight and the social order from which it springs.

Traveling Well
In salvation, says the Scripture, we not only have been rescued from damnation but also have been called
and empowered to walk in newness of life (Romans 6:4). We are called not to discover and live out our true
selves but to deny ourselves (Matthew 16:24) and to become more like Christ (Romans 8:29; 2 Corinthians
3:18). The character qualities of Christ as revealed throughout the Scripture are nicely summarized in the
fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22−23): love, joy, peace, longsuffering (patience), gentleness (kindness),
goodness, faith (faithfulness), meekness (gentleness), temperance (self-control). These must be our basic aims
in character development; in a technological age, we must help our students combat the elements of their
culture that militate against these qualities, and we must prepare them to conduct their online activities in
ways that demonstrate that they are more like Christ than like their unregenerate peers.
This means, among many other things, that their electronic messaging must be directed at the benefit of
others (love) rather than mere self-expression; that their words should reveal joy, not angst or rage, in their
hearts; and that their statements should be self-disciplined (temperate) and restrained (meek). Even more
deeply, it means that we must help our students develop patience by facing challenges that require time,
focus, and concentration. In a world where they flit from one meaningless message to the next, we must slow

them down and make them think. The fact that they are busy to the point of hyperactivity does not mean
that they are learning or accomplishing anything; they are to be about the Father’s business, not frenetically
engaged in mere busyness. We should give them assignments that call for silence, for concentration, for
contemplation, and for meditation. Higher-order thinking skills are as important as they have ever been,
perhaps more. Consumers who merely react to fast-moving images are prime targets for demagogues of the
left and the right. When a whole society is easily manipulated, we are left without social stability and the
freedom for service to God that it makes routine. Fortunately, God has provided His people with means
of grace that bring about these character changes: the Scripture itself (Acts 20:32), prayer (Hebrews 4:16),
and meaningful fellowship within the body of Christ
(Ephesians 4:29). Of course, Christians can fellowship
“In a world where they flit from
without being in the same place at the same time,but
one meaningless message to
there are benefits to face-to-face fellowship that make
it the preferred default. Students’ time away from their
the next, we must slow them
cell phones, away from their netbooks, away from
down and make them think.”
Facebook, and in concentration on these means of grace
will be greatly rewarded.
A key characteristic of sanctification is that it is not only progressive over time (2 Corinthians 4:18) but
also deeply synergistic. While justification and glorification are God’s work in us, we are invited to cooperate
with Him in our sanctification. God does not promise to do all the work for us. The New Testament, as
certainly as the Old, is filled with imperatives. God commands us repeatedly to use and to exercise the
elements of Christ-like character that are the fruit of His Spirit. That means that as we decide how to use
our bandwidth and how to spend our time, we are to make deliberate choices persistently: We are to reject
the false and embrace the true; we are to reject the evil and embrace the good; and we are to choose the
substantial, the significant, over the trivial and the ephemeral. Keeping up with the latest software releases is
hardly good stewardship of limited time for any but the specialist, given that this release will be superseded
in a matter of weeks. (Does anyone care today about the Netscape 2.7 release notes? about PointCast? about
last year’s Wired magazine?) Hours spent scanning Facebook status updates about what hundreds of “friends”
are doing would almost certainly be better spent talking to a few of those friends directly and in more depth.
Hours, nights, even weeks spent gaming would be better invested interacting with the real world so that
when the young man reaches his 20s, he’s ready to be a man with adult responsibilities. Investing the best of
one’s time in the temporary is idolatry; it is giving highest priority to that which is not God. If our students
learn nothing else from us, they must learn this.

Timeless Rules of the Road for the
Christian Traveler
So where do we go from here? How shall we educate
these students? Shall we cram as much technology into
our classrooms as possible? Shall we segment our lessons
into fast-moving media presentations so as to hold the
students’ interest? Shall we transform our classrooms
into cooperative discovery centers? Shall we let the
students find their own paths? How do we decide
which technologies to use and how to use them in a
rapidly changing age when technology is commonly
viewed as inherently virtuous, an end in itself?

As one wag has observed, the main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing. We must keep our
focus on our mission, our first principles:
• We serve God, not ourselves. The glory of God is the greatest good.
• His primary work in us in this age is developing our character into the image of
Christ, as expressed, among other ways, in the fruit of the Spirit. Exercises and
experiences that conform us more closely to the image of Christ, to the extent
that they are consistent with Scripture, are good. Exercises and experiences that
lead others to salvation and their consequent growth in Christ-likeness, to the
extent that they are consistent with Scripture, are also good.
• God has given us all things richly to enjoy (1 Timothy 6:17). The earth, and everything in it, is the
Lord’s (Psalm 24:1). We should use and enjoy whatever legitimate resources are available to us.
• As creatures in the image of God, we should expect great diversity among people and rich and varied
ways of living out Christ-likeness. Novelty and creativity can be indications of our standing as
images of God.
• As fallen creatures, we should be distrustful of ourselves, our imaginations, and our motives, and we
should subject them to the authority of Scripture and to the authority of those God has placed
over us.
• As servants, we should be stewards of our time, our resources, and our position in the will of God.
We should redeem the time because the days are evil (Ephesians 5:16).
These first principles can serve as a guide to all our decisions in this area: what technologies we invest
in, how we steward their use, how we encourage their exploitation, and what limitations we place on our
students’ activities. As we steward our students, we will understand their learning processes and modalities
intimately enough to teach them the important things well. And as we steward technology, we will see its
advantages as enhancements to our teaching rather than irresistible influences that we have no choice but to
accommodate in our classrooms.
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