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Tweet your testimony and text your tithe. 
“Today, options for Christian cyber-seekers 
are vast,” wrote Dr. Stephanie Bennett, PBA 

professor of communication and media ecology. In an 
award-winning book, she has traced the evolution of 
the media used in the Christian church experience and 
raised serious questions for faith leaders in the day of 
the iPhone. 

The book, The Electronic Church in the Digital Age, 
won the 2017 Clifford G. Christians Ethics Research 
Award. Bennett’s chapter in the book reflects her many 
years of pairing communication scholarship with her 
own calling as professor, mentor and practitioner of 
Christian hospitality.

“I realized,” she said, “it’s not just our media and 
our speech and our traditional 20th century means of 
communicating that affect and influence our walk with 
God, discipleship and the sense of community; it’s our 
digital devices now.”

Bennett studied online churches offering 24/7 
worship services, Bible studies and even Holy 

Communion and baptism. She charted the 
media path that God’s Word has traveled 
from the time of Jesus to now:

◆the Word spoken, with God 
experienced as presence, as power, as 
relatable, as difference, as story;

◆the Word written, with God 
experienced as linear, as proposition, as 
read in community;

◆the Word printed, with God 
experienced in private, in personal 
interpretation;

◆the Word broadcast, with God 
experienced in the present, as technique;

◆the Word digitized, with God 
experienced as simulation.

Though American Christians today 
may be “connected” at all times via their 
digital devices, Bennett raises the question 
of whether such connection results in 
authentic identities and relationships. It 

may lead, instead, to a passive anonymity, a far cry 
from the vibrant, life-changing community described 
in the Book of Acts. 

“I think that people who don’t love church and 
aren’t really tied in to a beautiful church community 
are not because they’ve never experienced it,” said 
Bennett. “They’ve never experienced the joy of walking 
with others in Christ and faith and really hands-on 
helping each other walk through.”

So rather than stand as a critic of the church, she 
studies, writes and shares about solutions: “how we can 
flourish and help others flourish in the midst of this.” 
And her sharing happens at many levels.

“The book addresses the problem academically,” 
she said, “so then you have to move from academically 
calling it what it is to ministry with action.” She sees 
that happening “shoulder to shoulder, person to 
person.”

In addition to her role as a full professor, Bennett is 
PBA’s Fellow for Student Engagement. In that new post 
she serves in faculty development with Nathan Lane, 

associate provost for instruction. She works closely 
with new faculty, helping them acclimate to campus 
life.

With those new faculty and with her own students, 
she works to “create a culture of participation.” This 
mission spills over “into all the nooks and crannies” 
of her life, including home life. She and her husband, 
Earl, have opened their home to students and others 
for food and fellowship, whether it be a joyous New 
Year’s Day party or a safe and open environment for 
young people to talk about their dreams, their doubts 
and their decisions. 

Relationships built in such a culture last far longer 
than one’s time as an undergraduate. Among those 
enjoying the Bennett’s 2018 New Year’s Day gathering 
were Kent and Megan Berame, 2015 PBA grads. 
They now travel internationally, operating their 
own digital marketing and communications agency, 
Ashby & Gabriel. Kent, a communication major and 
graphic arts minor, created the cartoon illustrating 
this story. Megan, a public relations major, reflected 
upon the outcome of Bennett’s classes, friendship and 
hospitality:

At any given gathering in her home, we sit alongside 
current students, recent graduates and those who are 
generations ahead of us, all welcomed into the fold of 
community created by Dr. Bennett and her husband, 
Earl. The inter-generational wisdom creates a true 
family dynamic, one that has informed our life decisions, 
our interactions with technology and the digital age, and 
most importantly, our spiritual growth.

Dr. Stephanie Bennett is the author of a chapter 
in The Electronic Church in the Digital Age: Cultural 
Impacts of Evangelical Mass Media, published by Praeger, 
an imprint for scholarly nonfiction. The book won the 
2017 Clifford G. Christians Ethics Research Award. 
Bennett’s chapter is titled “The Electronic Church Goes 
Online: Evangelical Identity and Technology.” Another 
member of the Palm Beach Atlantic community also 
has a chapter in the book. Dr. Gregory Perreault, a 2006 
PBA journalism  graduate, contributed a chapter called 
“Not Your Average Church: Communal Narratives 
in an Evangelical Video Game 
Guild.” He is an assistant professor 
of multimedia journalism at 
Appalachian State University in 
Boone, North Carolina. After 
leaving PBA he earned an M.A. 
from Georgetown University’s 
Communication, Culture, 
Technology program and a Ph.D. 
from the Missouri School of 
Journalism. Perreault

A student talks with Dr. Stephanie Bennett  in class.

Siri,  would you get together
with Alexa and pray about 

something for me? 

‘The fold of 
community’
Professor of media ecology strives to help  
the digitally connected stay truly connected.




