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We live in a technological universe in which we are always com-
municating. And yet we have sacrificed conversation for mere 
connection.

Sherry Turkle, 2015.1

The spoken word ... ushers us into another dimension: relation-
ship with other living beings, with persons.

Jacques Ellul, 19852

Nomophobia. Never heard of it? Apparently it is a ‘thing’. Honestly. A 
‘nomophobe’—according to researchers at Iowa State University (who 
have developed the world’s first diagnostic questionnaire)—suffers from 
nomophobia, a ‘fear of being without your mobile phone’.3 Of course you’ve 
heard of workplace bullying. Recent research demonstrates it is on the rise. 
Did you know, however, that ‘unfriending employees on Facebook’ could 
constitute ‘workplace bullying’? This was a recent finding of the workplace 
tribunal.4 These comprise just two aspects of life in the digital age that were 
unimaginable a decade ago when Facebook was emerging from college 
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dormitories in northeastern USA. The changing face of friendship, fellow-
ship and formation is the focus of this essay.

Crafting a wise and winsome response to technological change is 
distorted by optimistic naiveté in one direction and ornery nostalgia in the 
other. French sociologist Jacques Ellul anticipated these twin distortions 
with this proposal:

we cannot bring up our children as though they were ignorant 
of technology, as though they had not been introduced from 
the first into the technological world ... Yet we cannot wish 
them to be pure technical experts, making them so well fit 
for the technological society that they are totally devoid of 
what has until now been considered human. Hence, I think 
that on the one hand we must teach them, prepare them to 
live in technology and at the same time against technology.5

The technology of social networks accelerates new kinds of connection iden-
tified by Sherry Turkle. These connections are altering our conversations, 
communities and vocations. This essay will describe the kind of friendship, 
fellowship and formation that emerges from digital connections and suggest 
that embodied patterns of relationships remain central because they are 
humane and holistic.

In a digital world a combination of search engines, home pages, news-
feeds and links regulate what publicly available information appears on 
our personal screens. This process is invisibly hidden beneath a complex 
combination of preferences, trends and mathematic algorithms for most 
people except the technologically curious. While ‘free speech versus hate 
speech’ gains some attention, there is limited awareness of how digital 
interactions are shaping friendship, belonging and formation. This essay 
suggests that embodied encounters remain essential for the way we make 
and mature friendships; engage and enliven fellowship; and develop and 
deepen formation.

Friending, following, unfriending and blocking: friendship in a digital age
Valuing good friends has always been easier than defining friendship. The 
broad range of people who might be called a friend encompasses passing 
acquaintances and someone you’ve only just met (‘I’d like you to meet my 
new friend’) to lifelong companions who have shared intimately life’s joys, 
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sorrows, triumphs and failures. The relational distinctive of a good friend 
includes friendship for its own sake, without any other (i.e. utilitarian) 
function. Good friends like to spend time in the company of each other as 
often as they get the opportunity to do so. Friendships have often been able 
to survive time and space through other forms of contact—mainly writing 
letters, phone conversations and emails. Some friendships endure with 
very little contact over long periods of time. Younger people—particularly 
children—maintain different levels of friendship (e.g. ‘best, close, good’) 
while others find it necessary to identify someone as a personal friend. Four 
characteristics of an enduring friendship include: reciprocity, equality, prox-
imity, and preference. In their absence friendship can be distorted. There are 
fair weather friendships, pseudo friendships, promiscuous friendships and 
addictive friendships where people become co-dependent on one another. 
Before examining the role of digital media in ‘mediating’ friendship it is 
worth remembering that friendship has often been threatened in various 
ways. Friendship is threatened by selfishness (a lack of mutuality or reciproc-
ity in giving and receiving); instrumentalism (utilitarian relationships); and 
individualism (the pursuit of relationships that do not foster the common 
good). Contemporary life has challenged friendship in additional ways: 
mobility, busyness and professionalism (people enlist the support of a ‘paid 
professional’ rather than the friends who have a storehouse of wisdom, pray 
for you and are always available) and compartmentalism (life existing in 
different spheres or networks comprising work, sport, church etc).

The close connection between friendship and the spiritual life has a 
long history. In Scripture God enters into friendship with people—not as 
an ‘equal’—but always with a degree of reciprocity (cf. Exodus 33, Isaiah 44, 
James 2). In the Gospel of John, Jesus reclassifies the nature of the relationship 
with his followers as friends rather than servants (John 15).6 For some of the 
mediaeval and mystic writers, God is friendship (see, for example, Aelred 
of Rievaulx, whose reflection on spiritual friendship is indebted to Cicero).7 
Human friendships play a significant role in the biblical narrative, such as 
the friendship of David and Jonathan or Ruth and Naomi. Biblical wisdom 
prioritises the enduring value of friendship (Eccl. 4:7–12). Friendship is a 
central aspect of Christian discipleship because friends are people through 
whom we are discipled into Christ.
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What are the possibilities and pitfalls for friendship in the digital age? 
In his recent encyclical, Pope Francis named the contemporary concern 
of many:

When media and the digital world become omnipresent, 
their influence can stop people from learning how to live 
wisely, to think deeply and to love generously. In this context, 
the great sages of the past run the risk of going unheard 
amid the noise and distractions of an information overload. 
Efforts need to be made to help these media become sources 
of new cultural progress for humanity and not a threat to 
our deepest riches.8

While Facebook friendships share many of the characteristics of traditional 
friendships, Facebook has changed the face of friendship in significant ways. 
Personal conversations have become more public. Personal preferences 
comprising mundane images (e.g. ‘selfies’ and food pics) alongside more 
intimate details previously deemed private (e.g. ‘no longer in a relationship’) 
are readily accessed by a wide range of friends (followers, friends-of-friends 
and the public). Some or all of this will be ‘liked’ and commented upon. In 
the past an insecure person would spend money on their friends so that 
they would be liked. On Facebook an insecure person can simply spend 
their money to sponsor or promote their image and even purchase ‘likes’. 
The ever-present dangers to friendship of selfishness, utilitarianism and 
individualism have evolved, adapted and flourished in the digital age. Ellul 
warned against the devaluing of language for propaganda and its diminution 
of friendship more than a generation ago, noting that ‘language is a call, an 
exchange. It is not true that language exists only to communicate informa-
tion ... if we spoke only to convey information our relationships would be 
greatly impoverished’.9

The shadow of digital friendship is the destructive potential of online 
conflict (such as personal vitriol i.e. flaming, trolling, bullying and cyber-
stalking). James KA Smith has likened the impact on his adolescent children 
to Foucalt’s idealised prison where ‘the space of the home has been punc-
tured by the intrusion of social media such that the competitive world of 
self-display and self-consciousness is always with us. The universe of social 
media is a ubiquitous panopticon.’10 Measured against Cicero’s ancient 
definition (‘agreement on matters human and divine, with charity and 
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goodwill’) Facebook friendships fall considerably short of the mark!11 To 
be fair to those Craig Detweiler has called ‘digital iGods’ (companies like 
Facebook, Apple, Google and their famous founders), the blame must be 
shared around.12 There have been wider social forces at work during the 
last couple of generations that have widened the gap between Cicero’s Good 
Life and Facebook friendships.13

In the first place, capitalism has made us greedy and prone to devalu-
ing relationships as another commodity to be bought and sold. Second, an 
increasing number of office, leisure and home environments are designed 
around the digital age (such as communication devices, computers) rather 
than embodied human interactions. Machines produce until they break and 
are then repaired or replaced. Humans need spaces to think and reflect, if 
life and relationships are to be meaningful. Yet too often friends are treated 
like another piece of equipment. Third, reliance on technology produces 
another equally sinister effect on our lives. Competency and efficiency 
(what computers and other machines are good at) is more highly valued 
in a digital age than compassion and relationships (what humans are good 
at).14 The enduring characteristics of friendship noted above (reciprocity, 
equality, proximity, and preference) are now expected to deliver digital-like 
competency and efficiency at the expense of essentially human values of 
compassion, integrity, love and justice.15 The cultural forces of capitalism, 
mechanisation and advances in technology make it more difficult for us to 
navigate friendships in the digital age.

Fellowship
Changing patterns of friendship are paralleled by changing patterns of 
belonging (fellowship) in the digital age. The lead article by Keith Clements 
names this challenge by asking what ‘life together’ in the digital age becomes. 
Several articles in this journal edition explore and expand on that challenge. 
Briefly noted here are the patterns of belonging on Facebook that are based 
on affirmation (e.g. ‘likes’) and algorithms. When combined they ensure that 
preferences are reinforced by displaying increasingly ‘like-minded’ friends 
and followers. Online networks have seemingly perfected the ‘homogenous 
unit principle’ observed by church growth proponents that ‘like attracts 
like’. The seduction of these virtual communities is the ease with which 
challenging, alternate and even prophetic voices are simply ‘blocked’. Face-
to-face interactions within an embodied community are more honest about 
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difference and more compassionate in conflict than the digital community, 
where differences, disagreement and conflict can be eliminated with a ‘click’.

The influential philosophy of Martin Buber, especially his landmark 
work, I and Thou, endures by distinguishing between two basic words: 
I-It and I-Thou words. Writing fifty years before the digital age, Buber 
articulated the crucial difference between ‘the world as experience’ (which 
belongs to the basic word I-It) and ‘the world of relation’ (established by the 
basic word I-Thou).16 Buber described three different ‘worlds of relation’ 
(life with nature, humankind and spiritual beings), yet he highlighted the 
life with humankind, because

Here language is perfected as a sequence and becomes speech 
and reply. Only here does the word, formed in language, 
encounter its reply … I and Thou do not only stand in a 
relationship but also in firm honesty ... the moments of 
relation are joined here, and only here, through the element 
of language in which they are immersed. Here that which 
confronts us developed the full actuality of the Thou.17

Friendship is a good example of the I-Thou relationship because it dem-
onstrates reciprocity and mutuality between two subjects. Buber also cites 
three other relationships where I-Thou exists: education between teacher 
and student; clinical–pastoral counselling between the ‘genuine’ psycho-
therapist and patient; and the between the Church (synagogue) and ‘those 
charged with the spiritual well-being of their congregation.’18 The final 
section of this article will address Buber’s concerns by outlining a theology 
of embodied encounters.

Intellectual, moral and character formation in a digital age
How is intellectual, moral and character formation evolving in the digital 
world? The idea of formation shares the same trait as friendship: valuing good 
formation is easier than defining it. As a theological educator I have long 
been concerned for the formation of candidates for ministry—mostly for 
ordination within the Anglican Church of Australia. A series of inter-related 
questions shape that formation: How might we effectively help people from 
different backgrounds to develop their practical ministry capacities? How 
can we identify key groups of people to work with in their local contexts? 
How can we do all this in a way that generates hope and a sense of possibility 
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across the Church, and in the process attracts a wider pool of people wanting 
to serve the Church and world?

Jesus’ model of ministry formation is on display in the Mark 8–10. In 
these chapters most of Jesus’ instruction to the Twelve was occasioned by 
events (e.g. Mark 8:14; 10:13–16; Luke 13:1; Matt 26:50–56), disputes (e.g. 
Mark 10:45), challenges (e.g. Mark 2:18–22; 10:1–10; Matt. 17:24–27), obser-
vations (e.g. Mark 4:1–40; 12:41–44), questions (e.g. Mark 9:11–12, 38–41; 
Luke 11:1ff) and comments (e.g. Mark 13:1–37). Jesus continually seized 
the learning moments in the middle of life, ministry and mission with the 
twelve disciples:

Almost anything could become grist to Jesus’ mill—personal 
or group failure, inappropriate ambition and conflict among 
his followers, the presence or appearance of small children, 
a prostitute or sick person; everyday objects and activities 
in the home, fields or countryside… Jesus relied mostly on 
dialogue, not presentation… He also encouraged nonformal 
learning (Mark 9:33–37), often when he was eating and 
drinking with his companions (Mark 14:17–21).19

This highlights the importance of conversation in forming Christian 
maturity and taking training and formation out of the classroom and into 
the everyday spheres of life. The heart of Christian formation is the integra-
tion of the knowledge of God with the lived experience of faith. Christian 
formation shapes the intellect, morality and character by making connec-
tions between faith, learning and life. This kind of formation is necessarily 
a spiritual journey because learning involves transformation and not merely 
the transmission of information. The Christian practice of formation and 
transformation (of the individual) has always been through conversation and 
in community. Conversation—integral to intellectual, moral and character 
formation—is most effective within a Christian community where convic-
tions are demonstrated.

These communities of formation create and sustain the places and 
relationships where intellectual education, moral formation and character 
transformation happens.

The centrality of integration, conversation and community in the task 
of formation reflects a participatory approach. Formation does not simply 
teach, but must model a relationship to life, learning and a way of being in 
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the world. Formation shares many traits of the Christian practice of hospi-
tality. It is no coincidence that a common formation practice among great 
teachers (from Jesus’ parables told over a meal, to Luther’s Table Talk, to 
Bonhoeffer’s underground seminaries) is feeding the mind, the body and the 
spirit simultaneously. Knowledge and character are more naturally integrated 
with this approach to formation. The best teachers are aware of the ‘hidden 
curriculum’: that who the teacher is in and out of the classroom speaks just 
as loudly as what they teach. It is of concern, therefore, that face-to-face 
conversation and community are being displaced by the digital world in 
formation as well as in friendship.

The democratisation of knowledge in the digital age has been a won-
derful gift to many. Numerous students at St Mark’s National Theological 
Centre in Canberra have access to theological education through online 
classrooms that were unimaginable only five to ten years ago. Yet the 
‘knowledge economy’ has particular challenges for those in the business of 
formation.20 Ellul, who died prior to the onset of the digital age, anticipated 
two specific challenges:

There is too much [information]. That is the first difficulty. 
The second one is that with the multiplication of informa-
tion the things which are fundamental are drowned in a 
quantity of things which are not important.21

Formation, as noted above, has always involved more than the transfer of 
knowledge. In the digital age the rapidly expanding access to a vast reposi-
tory of online resources has emerged (Ellul’s ‘first difficulty’), but it has also 
limited the potential of conversation and community for holistic education 
and formation (Ellul’s ‘second difficulty’).22

Tim Challies diagnoses these consequences of the digital age as 
theological—what he calls ‘digital disincarnation’. In a digital age where 
friendship, community and conversation are mediated relationships, for-
mation becomes more distracted (cf. Ellul) and more gnostic.23 Intellectual, 
moral and spiritual maturing requires a patient, enduring community where 
conversations can negotiate conflict instead of the bullying and blocking 
that is characteristic of conflict online. Perhaps Augustine of Hippo’s vision 
of friendship best describes the face-to-face community and conversation 
where mature formation flourishes:



82

St Mark’s Review, No. 233 October 2015 (3)

All kinds of things rejoiced my soul in their company—to 
talk and laugh and to do each other kindness; to rend 
pleasant books together; to pass from lightest jesting to talk 
of deepest things and back again; to differ without rancour 
as a man might differ with himself; and when, most rarely, 
dissension arose, to find our normal agreement all the 
sweeter for it; to teach each other and to learn from each 
other; to be impatient for the return of the absent and to 
welcome them with joy on their homecoming; these and 
suchlike things, proceeding from our hearts as we gave 
affection and received it back, and shown by face, by voice, 
by the eyes, and by a thousand and other pleasing ways 
kindled a flame which fused our very souls together, and, 
of many, made us one.24

Augustine’s insight is that conversation between good friends sharpens 
intellectual development (e.g. reading and discussing books together); 
resolves moral dilemmas (e.g. teaching and learning from each other); and 
fosters spiritual maturity (e.g. to talk of the deepest things). There remains 
an indispensable role for embodied encounters for both friendship, fellow-
ship and formation in the digital age.

A theology of embodiment for the digital age
Discipleship and ethics must rediscover a theology of the body in the digital 
age.25 Nietzsche offered a withering critique of Christianity for despising the 
earthly body, which resonates with the contemporary danger of courting 
friendships and cultivating formation in the digital world only:

I want to speak to the despisers of the body. I would not have 
them learn and teach differently, but merely say farewell 
to their own bodies—and thus become silent. ‘Body am I, 
and soul’—thus speaks the child. And why should one not 
speak like children? But the awakened and knowing say: 
body am I entirely, and nothing else; and soul is only a word 
for something about the body ... There is more wisdom in 
your body than in your deepest philosophy.26
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Here I can only sketch where others have laid the foundations for a more 
robust theological account of bodily existence.27 First, the wisdom literature 
in Scripture places human speech-acts within the framework of God’s speech 
and our relationship with God and service to others, promoting speech that 
is wise, measured and honest. A key biblical text that sums up many of these 
features is James 3:17: ‘the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, 
gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of 
partiality or hypocrisy’. Performing this single text faithfully in the digital 
age is challenging and must be disciplined by face-to-face conversation. 

Second, as Emil Brunner argued, the essence of truth is encounter.28 
Without embodied encounters, people cannot know the deeper truth about 
themselves, another person or God. Paul Tournier also explored a theology 
of the whole person—with a particular focus on face-to-face conversa-
tion—anticipating by several decades the renewed focus on theological 
anthropology. Only in the spontaneity of an embodied encounter, accord-
ing to Tournier, ‘is the flash of honesty, the moment of transparency, that 
overwhelms and transfigures the climate of our relationship with other 
people’.29 Embodied encounters are more honest, more transparent and 
therefore more formative.

In the final chapter of Will You Be My Facebook Friend?, Tim Chester 
suggests a series of contrasting statements structured in this way: ‘through 
Facebook we … ; through the Gospel we … ’. While these are helpful in a 
general sense, they can be strengthened and sustained by the embodied 
encounters grounded in a theology of the body outlined above. Chester 
observes that ‘through Facebook you can show your face or image to the 
world’. A theology of the body remembers that through the incarnation 
of Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, God is physically, bodily with us. 
Chester writes that ‘through Facebook we can recreate ourselves. We can 
recreate our own identity to win the approval of other people’. In embodied 
encounters, through the life of Jesus the man of Nazareth, God reveals the 
truly human, earthly life. Chester laments that ‘through Facebook we can 
promote ourselves’. Christians embrace the particularity and limits of our 
physical bodies because in the death of Jesus on the cross, God embraces living 
and dying—the inescapable pattern of all bodily life. Chester understands 
that ‘through Facebook we reveal our “face” and look at the “faces” of other 
people’. Our embodied existence finds hope in the bodily resurrection of 
Jesus by which we ‘face’ our mortality and live fully in our bodies, knowing 
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that beyond the death and decay of our present body a future body awaits.30 
Even our encounters in eternity will be embodied, making them more holistic!

The embodied life has always been humane and holistic because the 
physicality of what happens in me and to me is constantly evolving and 
always evident. Christian theology, through the doctrine of the incarna-
tion, affirms that people are ‘at home’ in the body and announces that they 
ought to be hopeful about the body through the doctrine of the resurrec-
tion. In conclusion, it is embodied encounters—theologically grounded in 
the incarnation and resurrection of Jesus Christ— that offer more humane 
friendships and more holistic formation.
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