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    Dedication


    To Candace Faith... my courageous co-conspirator.
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    Chapter One


    "But I would say to all my fellows, once for all, as long as possible live free and uncommitted." - Henry David Thoreau, Walden



    A Confession


    I’m not anti-technology. I love the new channels the Internet has made available for the Church to proclaim the message of Christ across multiple mediums. These tools have truly changed the face of communication and community, and even the way we collect and process information. This Age of Convergence gives us the ability to do more, use more, and be more than our grandfathers ever dreamed. A place where “me”-enabled technology keeps us constantly digitally connected, allowing us to exploit the internet as an avenue to disseminate personal knowledge and firsthand experience to the masses. The world is no longer our backyard—our backyard is the world.


    In this new reality, it seems our world grows increasingly complex and layered. It starkly contrasts the Utopia that authors of modernity promised us: ever-more efficient simplicity made possible by the rise of technology. In modernity, clean lines and simple commands promised we’d produce complex systems with minimal effort. Our forebears thought technology would be our perfect servant, we its supreme master. In fact, the opposite seems true. Our complex technology has instead given us puppeteered lives—where the strings of connectivity control the actions of our hands. Ironically, the antithesis of the modernist hypothesis seems to be the case, as our culture has become more dispersed, more cluttered, and more distracted than the Jetsons ever were… And we don’t even have flying cars. (Think about the mess that would create!)


    I believe most would agree—technology disrupts any attempt at a truly reflective life. As I look back on the time I spent during my twenties exploring the United States’ backyard—and even more through my experience with TentLife—I cannot escape how profoundly difficult it is to…just…find…quiet.


    In unplugging, I finally took stock of my surroundings. I began to appreciate the subtleties that nature (read: God) had been trying to communicate to me all along. He leverages such complex systems and organisms to present simple beauty—a butterfly, a cloud, a rock wall—all saying the same thing: “Rest. And know that I am God.”1
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These pictures where taken as I was out and about, allowing time to observe and listen to what God was trying to say.


    When you rest, you finally observe, reflect, and take in the beauty around you. Being outside I found the world around me begin to refresh and rejuvenate me. Evenings in my hammock helped filter my thoughts, and walks for water smoothed my rough perceptions and focused my perspective. TentLife began as an adventure in simplifying life, but it became something much more than I anticipated. During my time in a tent in Metro Oklahoma City, I experienced an awakening of my imagination and a rekindling of my passion to experience deep relationships with God and people. I found both in the deafening silence of solitude.


    The Rub


    Yet, there is a pull, a juxtaposition demanding not to be ignored. This book is positively contained within technology... a transmedia story that utilizes social media, digital media, and the written word. That’s the beauty of this project—the contrasts inherent in its telling. I chose to come back into the world, rather than to remain, hermit-like, outside in the desert. But not without a change in perspective, as I've embraced Eric Schmidt statement: “Technology has an off button.”2 Realizing it’s has always been up to us in deciding when and where we interact with technology.


    And so this story begins, not in the entirely predictable reflections of a life unplugged, but in the natural flow of conversations that have surfaced since I plugged back in. Being totally honest, I don’t think there’s much more to talk about where TentLife is concerned. For the most part it was just an alternate daily routine. Although it was one of a completely different sort, it became incredibly boring and monotonous nevertheless. I read a lot, cooked my food over a fire, curled up in a fetal position when the inevitable Oklahoma thunderstorm rolled through, chopped firewood, pooped in a bucket and occasionally picked ticks off my nether regions. All during the hottest Oklahoma summer I’ve ever experienced. It was tough. And I was glad when it was over. Seriously glad. One final conclusion at which I arrived regarding air conditioning: Its invention positively has God’s fingerprints all over it.
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    Hammock FTW!!


    It took me a couple of months to even begin to process the profound change that unplugging would foster in my life. I wrote about some of this in an article for Collide Magazine, entitled “Unplug,” and since that article I’ve worked through numerous conversations helping me find clarity through the stark experience outside. Conversations driving me to look inward at numerous perspectives and habits in my life. Those things, the repercussions of my experience, have become the driving force behind this project. I went outside seeking simplicity, to save money, and to live differently -- I came back inside looking at the world through a different set of lens. No longer can I settle for modernity’s answers and subsidized propositions, my new lens has a postmodern frame, with a focal point on the age of convergence.


    Postmodernity and Convergence


    Not to be exhaustive, but I’d like to introduce something I find fascinating -- it is a timeline of sorts, a look at the rise of postmodernity through the evolution of communication.
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    It is all about perspective. Example: You and I are backpacking through the wilderness, and we come upon an expansive aspen grove. Gazing upon this grandeur you may focus on the beautiful green tapestry, I may focus on the stark pale bark, and our heavy set friend who couldn’t keep up and is resting on a log a mile away may look up and see it as a single organism of aspen, clawing its way to the pinnacle. And that is just our visual response, not taking into account our unique and acute sense of smell, the sounds (or lack of sounds) around us, and the other visceral senses that tie in our emotional response to an image… those being taste, smell or touch.
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    Just like in the short story above, in life we are at a convergence of crisis, as multiple perspectives are living, breathing, working, and teaching. Three to five generations all striving to lift their perspective to become the platform of the majority, an upheaval prevalent in church, government, the marketplace and academia. It’s in this disorder we must remind ourselves of the different opinions and traditions which influence our particular reaction to the world. As each perspective is rooted in the particular communication tradition of the generation.


    Understanding these transitions will help frame our conversation when looking at the convergence of technology that spurred me to unplug and find rest from the noise of constant communication.


    Communication Evolution: Oral, Print, Broadcast and Digital


    Oral


    Imagine a world without the constant buzz of airplanes above; without the sputtering of automobiles across the highways; without a multitude of books and newspapers to read; without the Internet to surf. This is the world in which Jesus of Nazareth lived, a world that birthed Christianity, a world that is hard for many of us to imagine.


    This world was fundamentally different than the one in which we live today, where spoken word was the main form of communication. Yes, yes… there were alphabets, written language and scrolls documenting things, but these luxury’s could only be afforded to the wealthy and educated, a unique minority. Reading and writing was not available to the common people, the working class. In this era news was communicated through proclamations in the town square, history was told by chief storytellers using symbolic images, metaphors and allegories, and entertainment was given through plays and theatrical performances.


    Print


    The Gutenberg press set the Bible in movable type around 1454, giving the (illiterate) masses the chance to read the sacred text in which previously only the social elite had access. This invention, thereby elevated the peasants potential knowledge base to that of popes and kings.


    In this transition from Oral to Print the message became more important than the messenger. Communication shifted from relational (decentralized interactions) to linear (hierarchical interactions), and wisdom was found in knowledge of the message rather than first hand experience. The shift also moved the message from the context of the story to an emphasis on the content -- as learning moved from receiving input with the eye instead of the ear.


    Broadcast


    My father was a latch-key child... Born in 1955, he was one of the first in a generation raised with the television as the centerpiece of the home. Broadcast media has had a profound impact on many things from presidential elections (Nixon vs. Kennedy), to the influence of product selection, and what items we bring into our home. It has influenced the experience economy in which images and moving pictures rewire our mind from that of reflective thinking to reflexive. The proliferation of the television in the home also brought with it a focal adjustment from the content to the event. Jarring the participant from the rut of linear progression to a multi-layered, moving collage of images, events, and story lines.


    Broadcast media also impacted the way we present the message of the Gospel -- the print based congregation has the Bible as it’s centerpiece, while the broadcast generation has a drop-down video screen. “Television is a self-contained representation of reality that requires no analysis, no historical perspective, and no connection to any other event. It requires only your attention and reaction.”3


    Digital


    This it seems is my first language. I speak Digital, Print and then Broadcast. My fluency in these environments is reflection of the time in which I have lived and learned. I am a poor oral storyteller, in fact my stories become so mismatched that it is better that I write them down then launch into an eloquent spoken narrative. I have been a first-hand witness to the transition from clunky word processing on Tandy computers running MS-DOS to the beautiful operating systems of today with clean and intuitive user interfaces. I have grown up, not with television as my babysitter, but a computer.


    I communicate best within social networks and choose to pull information from peers, networks and Google searches rather than being pushed news through bias and filters of institutional authority. This digital age brings with it a shift of monumental proportions, as I’ve said before, the knowledge of the world is at our fingertips. Content, context, and event experience all come together in the digital environment, a true convergence of communication.


    Convergence


    The Google generation - those like me (and younger) - are positioned amidst a great upheaval. The convergence of three major shifts:


    Economic - From national to international, globalization in commerce has moved the power of a country from what it can produce to what it can consume.


    Religiosity - The accessibility to diverse world views has released the skeptic from the bondage of family tradition, as children can now research their parents Religious views-wading through propositions for as well as the contradictions to-from an outside perspective which challenges familial obligations. Cultural taboos that once stood as a barrier to entry for many have been torn down, as communities are no longer are centered around common beliefs.


    Personal - Spiritual curiosity has spurred a breakdown of the family unit that was once held together by traditions of strong conviction and inherited belief. This breakdown has stunted the formation of self, and led to a growing population of pleasure seekers and responsibility avoiders.


    Rex Miller sums up the convergence as it relates to christianity in this succinct paragraph, “Within oral cultures the fatherhood of God provided the framework for the family of faith and the mystical union of believers. Print cultures shifted that focus to the saving grace of Christ, the priesthood of the individual believer, and the irresistible and unerring written word of God. Broadcast cultures awakened to the person of the Holy Spirit and discovered the power of collective praise and worship tied to a tangible presence of God... The convergence church will combine several of these characteristics and adapt them to each congregation... The inherent nature of a digital environment allows for a diverse and unified global expression of Christ’s body--a fourth tangible expression of the Godhead.”4


    I find all of this communication theory worth mentioning because it reveals what I find to be such a particular character weakness in our current Western religious culture -- our tendency to ignore the advice of authority, specifically as it relates to proprietary truth. We’re a generation of experimenters and provocateurs, having witnessed the breakdown of modernity’s coveted pillars of truth—science, technology, and right theology—all of which were supposed to lead us to peace and prosperity, and a utopia of serenity. In the convergence it seems many of us have chosen to find our own path, our own way in this confusing life.


    Spurning John 14:6, we push back and ask… “Really? The only way?5


    The now stands profoundly different from twenty years ago. No longer constrained to the opinions of our elders, our “betters,” we have available, almost an extension of ourselves, an ever-ready encyclopedia of opinion through search engines, wikis, chat rooms, discussion boards and social networks, in the palm of our hand.


    To ignore this cultural shift is to make one’s self purposefully blind. Trying to persuade this generation with propositional truth, frankly, just seems silly. The Google generation believes that even if they don't know more than you, certainly they can Digg it out (and with smart phones with 24/7 access, their self-deceit is vindicated). It is in this context that we as Christ followers move and create, inspire and provoke—not to form cookie-cutter Christians, but to incarnate Christ, who inspires us to think, wrestle and respond in both actions and in deed to the current relativistic cultural climate.
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    The Hope


    Not only are we living in an upheaval of global proportions, we are also exist in the day-to-day reality of prosperity. Even the poorest among us has the opportunity through governmental support or their own gumption to work and live quite pleasantly, comparative to that of many third world countries. Many outside our borders, regard Westerner’s as users -- a population whose dominant reality is that of consumption. A generalization that seems to have seeped through our church doors, infiltrating those in the pews. Our current economic state shows signs that this stereotype might be truer than we would like to admit, as we are no longer a nation of producers, but a nation of insatiable consumers. Affirmed by the words of our politicians, who speak words of encouragement during pending economic collapse, to spend more, consume more... And unfortunately many pastors follow suite, when they too are faced with the bleak financial prospects and low monthly tithes - lean toward entertainment and programming, rather than embracing an incarnational ministry to outsiders. Who can blame them? That most fickle of constituencies, the congregation, shows up (when they feel like it), seeking mere refreshment and revitalization from their exhausting work week, rather than a genuine relationship with the Divine. They are accommodated with an hour-long session of contemporary Christian songs and topical encouragement.
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    All of these factors fold together to produce an apathetic community of believers… I use that term, “believers,” rather loosely, as it seems to be used more as a noun than a verb in our day. In the Hebrew, 'aman - the word for belief - could not be divorced from an action. If you believed in justice, that meant that you actively pursued it; if you believed Jesus was the Christ, you found yourself compelled to actively imitate Him and His lifestyle choices—even if that meant sharing in His sufferings.6


    And yet is here where we find ourselves—for the first time in many generations—influencers…without any influence. We settle for asking people to respond with a prayer, a single hand raised from a pew, with every head bowed and every eye closed, rather than with their very lives. It seems many of us have forgotten our calling: To be storytellers with our lives, to incarnate the living breath of God in our homes, our neighborhoods and our cities.


    This is my perception, anyway…as I came from the outside looking in.


    


	1. NASB translation, Psalms 46:10 - “Cease striving and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.”


    2. Eric Schmidt,http://techcrunch.com/2009/03/07/eric-schmidt-tells-charlie-rose-google-is-unlikely-to-buy-twitter-and-wants-to-turn-phones-into-tvs/


    3. Miller, Rex; “The Millennium Matrix“ (2004) Josey-Bass, San Fransisco; p. 62


    4. Ibid, p. 89


    5. NASB translation,John 14:6 - “Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.”


    6. Genesis 15:6; Jonah 3:5; Believed - Hebrew - 'aman (aw-man): to support, confirm, be faithful, reliable, trustworthy.

  


  
    Full Book Still in Production


    The full book will be available from multiple vendors upon completion of the video production. Slated schedule of release is Spring 2011. Make sure you are signed up to receive the Outside Looking In newsletter, and subscribed to Charming Beard Productions RSS feeds as news and updates will be regularly posted. Don't worry we hate spam as much as you and will not sell your email.
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