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Title: Church Without Walls? Social Media as Ritual Carrier for 

Megachurch Congregants in the Renegotiation of Ritual Space 
 

Short abstract  

The desire for spiritual experiences, particularly religious rituals, has further increased during 

the pandemic. Through a netnographic examination, this study explains how consumers-

congregants of a London-based megachurch, during the England’s national lockdown, has 

renegotiated their spiritual experience and ritual space, to create their ‘living-room ritual’ and 

‘cyber-ritual’, with the social media platforms serving as ritual carriers.  

Extended abstract  

A strong marketplace shift in consumer needs, from functional and emotional towards spiritual 

experiences (Dodds et al.,  2021), has encouraged consumers to explore their inner selves and 

gain self-actualization through ancient spiritual practices such as yoga and meditation (Belk 

and Costa, 1998) and also through more explicitly religious rituals (Scott, 2020; Arvidsson, 

2014). The desire for spiritual experiences further increased during the pandemic (Davies, 

2021; Bryson et al., 2020), arguably the most unsettling and disruptive experience that our 

world has ever had to endure. At the same time, the England’s national lockdown (2020-2021) 

was a period of transition during which consumers’ increasing spiritual desire promoted the 

renegotiation of a ‘new-normal’ approach to spiritual experience and ritual space.  

As a notion closely related to the concept of religion (Rinallo et al., 2013), spiritual experience 

is characterised as the meaningful exploration of the inner-self and spiritual well-being, in 

relation to the broader reality (Kale, 2006). This research strand focuses on the transformation 

through which consumers create sacred experience from their mundane consumption activities 

(Belk and Tumbat, 2005; Arnould and Price, 1993). The last two decades has observed strong 

research interest in the ‘channel of delivery for spiritual goods’ (Kale, 2004, p. 103), including 

the technology and cyber-space (Cambell, 2005). Recent studies have called for future research 

on gaining an understanding of consumer interaction with spaces and places to access 

spirituality and their conduciveness of ritual space.  

The literature points us in the direction of ‘ritual carrier’ as a means of generating and framing 

ritual space (Shi et al., 2021). In such a context, ritual carrying is no longer understood as the 
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work purely of human actors. Instead, language, text, images and other multimedia resources 

now need to function as carriers and promoters of newly reinterpreted experiences (Fidler, 

1997). The creation of virtual worlds opened the door to the creation of immaterial and 

disembodied ritual spaces; sacred space no longer needed to be physical alone but could also 

be reconstructed through technological and digital mediation (Kiong and Kong, 2000; Kong, 

2001). In digital-first contexts, ritual carrying now has to be recontextualised, reconfigured and 

reconstituted digitally, and executed in the consumer’s own place. There can be no distancing 

from or transition to ritual space as it finds embodiment in ‘living room ritual’ and ‘cyber ritual’ 

(Kong, 2001), and moves beyond the physical location to become a sacred moment in time in 

a fundamentally profane space. This negotiation has to be generated through new ritual carriers, 

which our work seeks to identify and interpret from the consumer’s perspective, since insight 

on how consumers receive, perceive and integrate such ritual carriers into their lives is still 

emerging (Huseman and Eckhardt, 2019).  

The ideal context for such an exploration is undoubtedly the pinnacle and archetype of 

consumer-driven religion, the megachurch. Megachurches (congregations of over 2,000 

attenders) have long been expert in the creation of the spectacular ritual spaces and heavily 

reliant upon technology to carry their ritual experiences beyond the physical building. 

Congregants of Megachurches gather for imaginative and creative ritual experiences that 

address the challenges and priorities of contemporary life. The national lockdown created a 

further set of boundaries around these consumer-congregants, however, denying the church the 

opportunity of using its physical ritual spaces to engineer ritual worlds and pushing them to 

cyberspace instead. 

 
Our research, therefore, aims to explore the core research questions:  

• How do these consumer-congregants ritualize their newly-limited worlds? 

• How do they negotiate the notion of ritual space through engaging with cyberspace, 

with the social media platforms serving as ritual carriers? 

• How do they integrate their religious rituals into their daily experience? 

 

Methodology  

We seek to address these questions through a two-phase research programme.  

The first phase relies upon the data collected through netnography (Kozinet, 2020, 2002). We 

are scrutinising the social outputs of London-based megachurch Kingsway International 
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Christian Centre (KICC) on YouTube, Facebook and Instagram. KICC has long identified itself 

as ‘a church without walls’, and so we seek to better understand the process by which KICC’s 

consumer-congregants interacted with ritualising content, learnt to un-wall the sacred space 

during the height of the pandemic and continue to do so presently as the social media provision 

became the focal point. Data will be collected from five stages of the pandemic to-date: 

1. Pre-pandemic (Jan-March 2020) 

2. Initial lockdown 2020 (March-June 2020) 

3. In-person worship resumes (4 July 2020-Dec 2020) 

4. Winter lockdown 2021 (Jan-Feb 2021) 

5. Continuing uncertainty (March 2021-Sept 2021) 

In the second phase (2022), we are planning to conduct in-depth interviews with KICC’s 

congregants. We will focus extensively on the ways in which the content reconstitutes ritual 

space and carries ritual value as well as the consumer response to this reconfiguration.  

 

Findings  
We have seen that lockdown restrictions led in many ways to increased ritualization of 

everyday life and the reshaping of profane home-space into sacred experience. Our preliminary 

insights suggest that consumers are indeed open to renegotiating both sacred space and ritual 

carriers creatively through digital means and that such reinterpreted rituals are genuinely felt 

to be both authentic, accessible and beneficial. The connection between megachurch and 

consumer-congregant is just as genuine even though it exists in a different space and operates 

on different parameters. No matter how the space is defined or negotiated, digital church is still 

authentically church, and still promotes ritual solidarity. The church still adds genuine personal 

values to consumers, promoting their physical and mental as well as spiritual wellbeing, and 

supporting their personal growth and flourishing. We show how consumers generate ritual 

spaces in their own homes by their engagement with facilitated content which seeks to shape 

and frame their spiritual experience, and reflect upon the ways in which they reinterpret the 

ritual space of the church building into their living rooms with the help of cyberspace. 

Furthermore, consumers can clearly revise their notions of ritual as need arises, and the range 

and variety of forms of ritual carrier can expand to shape ritual presence and ritual space in 

new and creative virtual ways.  

 
  



 4 

References  

Arnould, E. J., & Price, L. (1993). River magic: Extraordinary experience and the extended 

service encounter. Journal of Consumer Research, 20(1), 24–45.  

Arvidsson, A. (2014). Christianity and consumer culture. Sociologica, 8(3), 

DOI:10.2383/79479  

Belk, R., & Tumbat, G. (2005). The cult of Macintosh. Consumption Markets & Culture, 

8(3), 205–217.  

Bryson, J. R., Andres, L., & Davies, A. (2020). COVID-19, virtual church services and a new 

temporary geography of home. Tijdschrift Voor Economische en Sociale 

Geografie, 111(3), 360–372. 

Campbell, H. (2005). Spiritualising the internet: Uncovering discourses and narratives of 

religious internet usage. Online–Heidelberg Journal of Religions on the Internet, 1(1), 1–26.  

Campbell, H. (2012). Understanding the relationship between religious practice online and 

offline in a networked society. Journal of the American Academy of Religion. 80(1), 64-93. 

Cartledge, M., & Davies, A. (2013). A Megachurch in a Megacity: A Study of Cyberspace 

Representation. PentecoStudies: An Interdisciplinary Journal For Research On The 

Pentecostal And Charismatic Movements, 13(1). Retrieved 9 January, 2022, 

from: https://journals.equinoxpub.com/PENT/article/view/17651 

Davies, A. (2021) ‘A Refuge from the Storm? The English Church During COVID-19’, in 

John R. Bryson, Lauren Andres, Aksel Ersoy and Louise Reardon (eds.), Living With 

Pandemics: People, Place and Policy. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 

Dodds, S., Jaud D.A. & Melnyk, V. (2021). Enhancing Consumer Well-Being and Behavior 

with Spiritual and Fantasy Advertising, Journal of Advertising, 50:4, 354-371, DOI: 

10.1080/00913367.2021.1939203 

Dodds, S., Jaud D.A. & Melnyk, V. (2021). Enhancing Consumer Well-Being and Behavior 

with Spiritual and Fantasy Advertising, Journal of Advertising, 50:4, 354-371, DOI: 

10.1080/00913367.2021.1939203 



 5 

Fidler, R. (1997). Mediamorphosis: Understanding new media. Pine Forge Press.  

Husemann, K.C. & Eckhardt, G.M. (2019) Consumer spirituality, Journal of Marketing 

Management, 35:5-6, 391-406, DOI: 10.1080/0267257X.2019.1588558  

Kale, S. (2004). Spirituality, religion, and globalization. Journal of Macromarketing, 24(2), 

92–107.  

Kale, S. (2006). Consumer spirituality and marketing. Asia-Pacific Advances in Consumer 

Research, (7), 108–110. Retrieved from: 

http://acrwebsite.org/volumes/13027/volumes/ap07/AP-07  

Kiong, T. C. & Kong, L. (2000) Religion and modernity: Ritual transformations and the 

reconstruction of space and time, Social & Cultural Geography, 1(1), 29-44, DOI: 

10.1080/14649369950133476  

Kong, L. (2001). Religion and technology: refiguring place, space, identity and community. 

Area, 33(4), 404-413. 

Kozinets, R. (2020). Netnography: The essential guide to qualitative social media research. 

SAGE.  

Kozinets, R. V. (2002). The eld behind the screen: Using netnography for marketing research 

in online communities. Journal of Marketing Research, 39(1), 61–72. DOI: 

10.1509/jmkr.39.1.61.18935 

Rinallo, D., Borghini, S., Bamossy, G., & Kozinets, R. V. (2013). When sacred objects go 

B®a(n)d: Fashion rosaries and the contemporary linkage of religion and commerciality. In D. 

Rinallo, L. Scott, &  P. Maclaran (Eds.), Spirituality and consumption (pp. 29–40). New 

York: Routledge.  

Scott, H.R., 2020, ‘Worship in a post-lockdown context: A ritual-liturgical perspec ve’, HTS 

Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 76(1), a6112. DOI: 10.4102/hts.v76i1.6112  

Shi, D., Shan, Y., Zhao, Z., & Zhang, S. (2022). Identification and Influence of Tourism 

Rituals: Analysis of Eye Movement Recognition of Tourism Images. Journal of Hospitality 

& Tourism Research, 46(1), 147-173. 


