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Editorial

The Deluge of Dataism: A
New Post-Human Religion?

Four more than a half-century now, Dialog the-
ologians have surfed culture’s big waves. Ar times
we merely paddle rudderless through the breaking
waves, while at other times we ride the breakers
with balance and etiquette. How deluged will we
get as a new cultural wave crashes on our beach:
the new seligion of Dataism? .
“Where have all our children gone?” we pine

during half-empty worship services. Our Sunday

school programs have neady evaporated.” We
know the answer: Our children are hooked up
o electronic media. Concentration is confined
to a cell phone screen. Friendshi’ps are digitally
mediated. Self-images rise and fall with each text,
photo, or video.

Is this breaking wave on our culture’s shore itself
a new form of religion? Do Faceboak, Twitter, and
Instagram constitute denominations® Do we find
our rituals on Snapchar and beliefs on YouTube?
Is this new spirituality leading anywherc?!

Yes, this is a religious revolution, says Yuval
Noah Harari, a lecturer in the Depattment of
History at the Hebrew University' of Jerusalem.
Harari even names it: Dasaism. “The most interest-
ing emerging religion is Dataism, which venerates
neither gods nor man—it worships data.”® This is
a post-humanist as well as post-Christian religious
movement. Neither God nor humanity remain
sacted. “Dataism declares that the universe consists

of data flows, and the value of any phenomenon
or entity is determined by its contribution to data

processing.”?
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~ The mystical route to ecsth

~ the experience of connection
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race find such a post-
ive? Because the Internet
-“As the global data-

Why might our h
human spirituality attrac
replaces  muystical usiion,
processing becomes all-khowing and all-powerful,
so connecting to the system becomes the source
of all meaning. Humans |want to merge into the
data flow because'when Jou are part of the data
flow you are parr of something much bigger than
YOﬁ,fS\‘ﬂf-”é 3

Theologians, recall, referred to this experience
as costasy (ek-stasis or sunding outside oneself).
is exhilarating, to be

thought that love—especinlly agape love—is the
most divine form of beco: ing “part of something

transcendent divinity
some centuries ago, we mhodern Westerners find
wildcar  dsillings for spiritual oil everywhere,
Ancient yearnings for redemption, transformation,
and salvation deliriously e-express themselves in
today’s frantic search for|a naturalictic religion
whete we humans take the place of the gods.
Cosmopolitan Brazilian phi osopher and politician,
Roberto Mangabeira Unger, for example, wants
to “translate the message| of salvation religion
into naturalistic terms.” A society devoted to a
naturalistic religious worldview would be united in
love and cooperation, acco ding to Unger. Love “js
with another person

enhances our freedom

such thar the connection
or self-possession rather tha detracting from it."6
Does naturalistic religion Jead without detour
toward love and cooperation? No, not necessarily.
Harari’s naturalistic humanism does not develop
a corresponding ethic of lave, because arbitrary
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human choice becomes the sole authorization of
value and meaning. Unless one & love and
cooperation, society should not be organized this
way. Individual free choice based upon individual
fecling is the final arbiter for Harari, not” merging
into something much bigger.

This leads self-proclaimed humanist Harari to
declare Dataism to be heterodox. Dataism threatens
his atheistic humanism.” To be a humanist is to
assert that human life is sacred and human feeling
is the source of all meaning and value. He is
gleeful at the past triumph of humanism over tra-
ditional beliefs in the divine. “The central religious
revolution was not losing faith in God; rather, it
was gaining faith in humanity.”® Anthropocentrism
has rightly replaced theocentrism. “For centuries
humanism has been convincing us that we are the
ultimate source of meaning, and that our free will
is therefore the highest authority of all ... I need
only consult myself with regard to what I wish to
do; what I feel to be good is good, what I feel to
be bad is bad.”™ Love and cooperation in socicty
would be valued as “good” only if free individuals

would feel that it is good. This is the essence of

Harari’s ethics.

The future religion Harari evangelizes for is
Techno-humanism, not Daraism. Techno-huma-
nism will be salvific, he promises. His religious
vision mimics that of roday’s transhumanists: by
cobbling together intelligence amplification, artifi-
cial intelligence, robotics, genetics, nanotechnology,
management of war, and the defeat of death
through a technological fix, our species will give
way to a post-human species. The new species
will be superior, even godly. “Techno-humanism
agrees that Homo sapiens as we know it has run its
historical course and will no longer be relevant in
the future, but concludes that we should therefore
use technology in order to create Homo deus—a
much superior model.”’® Human transformation
will be the product of technological triumph, a
self-transformation through which we will take our
rightful place as our own gods. Harari prophesies
that technological progress will provide the road to
apotheosis.

Christian theologians hold very little optimism
that technological | progress is capable of such a
grand human selfitransformation. Oh yes, inno-
vation has proven| itself capable of accomplishing
physical marvels! But the human soul remains
unchanged with tex;hnola«ical advance. Sinful
human persons still find ways to twist and tangle
new things to serve their selfish and sometimes
violent purposes. No amount of technology can
be salvific. For salvific transformation, we must
rely upon divine gtace. This is the central message
of Oxford University theologian Michael Burdett:
“The Christian response to technological futurism
is that the future i God’s future and must be set
within the interpersonal nature of a promissory
triune God who brings new possibilities to the
world.™" For tha\rugh transformation, we must
pray to the God of grace.

Where does tllis leave us? It appears thar
Dataism is the | new sheep-stealing religion.
Dataism is diminighing the herds of both tra-
ditional churches and the naturalistic humanists
who had previously stolen traditional sheep. Both
premodern religion land modern humanism might
want to protect their fold from Dataism’s wolves.
Christian theologians in particular might want to
warn those sheep heading for either Dataism or
Techno-humanism: there’s no salvation there. Ask-
ing technology to ddliver human self-transformation
is like asking a Little League baseball team to
beat the New York Yankees in the World

Series. |

I do not recommend that critical-thinking the-
ologians stand rigid on the shore and let the
twenty-foot waves of either Dataism or Techno-
humanism simply inundate us. Like tow-in surfers,
I recommend going out deep into the surf 1o meet
what’s coming m."f‘ Then, ride the undulations
back in. The human, yearning for transformation is
a divinely inspired desire, even if expectations of a
technological fix will most likely lead to a wipeout.

Ted Perors
Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary
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