Connecting with God through Live-streaming

The process of mediatisation, referred to the growing importance of media in post-modern society
(Thompson, 1995), has long acknowledged the media influences on a number of fields, including
cultural studies (Bourdieu, 1993), consumption (Jansson, 2002), education (Friesen and Hug, 2009),
and religion (Hjarvard, 2012, 2008). The advent of internet technologies has further enabled the birth
of various forms of media, among which live-stream has emerged as a popular mode for engaging
with consumers (Golan and Martini, 2019). Defined as content delivered-synchronically over the
internet, live-streaming has garnered much attention from scholars across the fields, ranging from
education (Shephard, 2003), politics (Thorburn, 2014), consumption (Criddle and Murphy, 2022; Li et
al., 2021), and religion (i.e Przywara et al., 2021).

We are particularly interested in live-streaming in post- pandemic religious consumption with an aim
to contribute to current research some fresh insights into 1/ the role of live-stream in society, 2/
Consumers’ motivations behind virtual donating, gifting and subscribing, and 3/potential adjustment
of live streaming practices. Religious live-streaming offers an interesting context to see how churches
can respond to the public when entering the general media’s public sphere through religious media,
and showcase their ability to use technology and genres in an appropriate and interesting way
(Hjarvard, 2012). Furthermore, we are keen to see how churches can address the challenges of
religious live-streaming, including the (co)creation and maintenance of online religious experiences,
rituals and traditions when the sacredness of religion has now been placed in the secularised virtual
sphere.

In this study, we focus on the case of a megachurch in London, Kingsway International Christian Centre
(KICC). Defined itself as a 'church without walls’, KICC has successfully performed various ways of
digitally engaging with its congregant consumers since its early stage. During and post-pandemic, the
church has been further active in particularly daily live-streaming church services, and recently
generated £6.09m through Donations and legacies in 2022.

KICC responded to the increasing demand for finding and gaining spiritual authenticity (Moufahim and
Lichrou, 2019), and, particularly, spiritual authentic self, which is explained by the transformation of
the (ordinary) self into an authentic spiritual self through participating in the pilgrimage. Its religious
live-streaming services have enabled consumers to gain access and exposure to the spiritual
authenticity process, finding their intra-personal authenticity - which is built “on the personal
investment that is tied to one's identity” (Leigh et al., 2006, p. 491) - and inter-personal authenticity
(Wang, 1999) which encourages the shared religious narratives that connect experiences of particular
places, objects and actors (Kelner, 2001; Leigh et al., 2006). As such, live-stream acts as an extended
environment of offline religion that offers new types of interactions and alternative forms of
community, which assists the existing offline religious communities (Campbell, 2017; Helland, 2005;
Siuda, 2021). Our study also highlights the importance of a shared understanding and practices
between congregant consumers and the church leader in co-creating and maintaining the re-mooring
traditions and transformable rituals, essential in replicating key components of real-world worship
gatherings.

Summary statement

The growth of online religion and consumer engagement with donation and church services, especially
post-pandemic, has inspired us to look into the role of Religious live streaming in society. This study
aims to develop an understanding of how megachurches can respond to the public when entering the
general media’s public sphere, develop transformable rituals to help congregant-consumers to find,
create and grow their spiritual authentic self - including both intra and interpersonal authenticity.
Keywords: Religious live streaming, Authenticity, mediatisation



References

Bourdieu, P. (1993) The Field of Cultural Production. Essays on Art and Literature. Cambridge: Polity
Press.

Campbell, H. A. (2017). Surveying theoretical approaches within digital religion studies. New media
& society, 19(1), 15-24.

Criddle, C., and Murphy, H., (2022). Social Media’s big bet: the shopping revolution will be live
streamed. Financial Times. https://www.ft.com/content/3ad7595b-557d-4086-a0le-be5d54b28b45.

Friesen, N. and Hug, T. (2009) ‘The Mediatic Turn: Exploring Concepts for Media Pedagogy’, in
Lundby, K. (ed.) Mediatization: Concept, Changes Consequences. New York: Peter Lang.

Golan, O., & Martini, M. (2019). Religious live-streaming: Constructing the authentic in real

time. Information, Communication & Society, 22(3), 437-454.

Helland, C. (2005). Online religion as lived religion. Methodological issues in the study of religious
participation on the internet. Online-Heidelberg Journal of Religions on the Internet.

Hjarvard, S. (2008) ‘The Mediatization of Religion. A Theory of the Media as Agents of Religious
Change’, Northern Lights 6(1): 9-26.

Hjarvard, S. (2012). Three Forms of Mediatized Religion: Changing the Public Face of Religion. In S.
Hjarvard, & M. Lovheim (Eds.), Mediatization and Religion: Nordic Perspectives (pp. 21-44).
Nordicom.

Jansson, A. (2002) ‘The Mediatization of Consumption. Towards an Analytical Framework of Image
Culture’, Journal of Consumer Culture 2(1): 5-31.

Kelner, S. (2001). Narrative construction of authenticity in pilgrimage touring. Paper presented at the
96th annual meeting of the American sociological association, Anaheim, California, august 19, 2001.

Leigh, T. W., Peters, C., & Shelton, J. (2006). The consumer quest for authenticity: The multiplicity of
meanings within the MG subculture of consumption. Journal of the Academy of Marketing
Science, 34(4), 481-493.

Li, R., Lu, Y., Ma, J. and Wang, W (2021). Examining gifting behavior on live streaming platforms: An
identity- based motivation model. Information & Management, 58, pp. 1-15

Moufahim, M., & Lichrou, M. (2019). Pilgrimage, consumption and rituals: Spiritual authenticity in a
Shia Muslim pilgrimage. Tourism Management, 70, 322-332.

Przywara, B., Adamski, A., Kicinski, A., Szewczyk, M., & Jupowicz-Ginalska, A. (2021). Online live-
stream broadcasting of the holy mass during the COVID-19 pandemic in Poland as an example of the
mediatisation of religion: Empirical studies in the field of mass media studies and pastoral

theology. Religions, 12(4), 261.

Shephard, K. (2003). Questioning, promoting and evaluating the use of streaming video to support
student learning. British Journal of Educational Technology, 34(3), 295-308.



Siuda, P. (2021). Mapping digital religion: Exploring the need for new typologies. Religions, 12(6),
373.

Thompson, J.B. (1995) The Media and Modernity: A Social Theory of the Media. Cambridge: Polity
Press.

Thorburn, E. D. (2014). Social media, subjectivity, and surveillance: Moving on from occupy, the rise
of live streaming video. Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies, 11(1), 52—63.

Wang, N. (1999), Rethinking authenticity in tourism experience. Annals of Tourism Research, Vol. 26,

No. 2, pp. 349-370.



