
1 

Social media and the media.on of religious authority, 

iden.ty and community 

By: Corné Peter Hendricks 

Student Number: 4395707 

Master of Arts 

Supervisor: Associate Professor Lee-Shae Scharnick-Udemans 

University of the Western Cape 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



 2 

Declaration 

 

I declare that “Social media and the mediation of religious authority, identity and 

community”  is my own work, that it has not been submitted before for any degree or 

examination in any other university, and that all the sources I have used or quoted have been 

indicated and acknowledged as complete references.  

 

Corné Peter Hendricks 

 

Date: 19 November 2025 

  

Signed:  

 

  

 Copyright © 2026 University of the Western Cape All rights reserved

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



 3 

Acknowledgements 

 

First and foremost, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to God, the Almighty, for 

granting me countless blessings, wisdom, and opportunities. It is through divine grace that I 

have been able to complete this dissertation. 

 

It has been an honour to undertake this research under the guidance and leadership of 

Associate Professor Lee Scharnick-Udemans. I am sincerely thankful for her insightful 

feedback, unwavering support, and belief in my abilities, especially during times when I 

doubted myself. Her continuous encouragement, mentorship, and dedication pushed me 

beyond my limits and inspired me to strive for excellence. For this, I am profoundly grateful. 

 

I would like to acknowledge my postgraduate Graduate Training cohort colleagues for their 

academic engagement and support throughout this journey. In particular, I extend my sincere 

thanks to Dr Jonathan Jodamus for his thought-provoking questions, critical insights, and 

constructive feedback, all of which contributed meaningfully to the development of this 

thesis. 

 

I also wish to thank the administrative staff at the University of the Western Cape, especially 

those in the Postgraduate Office and the NRF Office, for their invaluable assistance and 

support throughout the course of this research. 

 

I am grateful to the Desmond Tutu Centre for Religion and Social Justice at UWC for the 

leadership, institutional support, and intellectual environment that contributed significantly to 

the progress of my thesis. 

 

My sincere appreciation also goes to Dr Ishaya Anthony for his prayers, mentorship, 

insightful conversations, and academic guidance, which played a crucial role in shaping my 

thinking and refining my work. 

 

To my parents and sister, thank you for your unwavering support, encouragement, and 

prayers. Your love and belief in me have been a constant source of strength.  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



 4 

Dedication 

 

This thesis is dedicated to the memory of my beloved grandfather, Patrick Andrews, who 

passed away in July 2020. His legacy, strength, and faith in me continue to guide and inspire 

me every day. 

 

I also dedicate this work to every child in our community living with a learning disability, 

especially those who have been told they will never succeed. May this work serve as a 

testament that your dreams are valid, your potential is limitless, and your voice matters. 

  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



 5 

Abstract 
 

As religion continues to expand across digital platforms, scholars are increasingly challenged 

to rethink how religious authority, identity, and community are constructed, communicated, 

and maintained online. Within the field of Digital Religion Studies, these three themes have 

emerged as key analytical categories for understanding religion in digital contexts. This thesis 

explores how these concepts are expressed and negotiated through the digital presence of a 

Pentecostal-Charismatic Church (hereafter referred to as a PCC) in Cape Town, South Africa, 

specifically View Church. While PCCs are the fastest-growing Christian denomination in 

South Africa and a frequent subject of religion and media research, existing literature often 

operates outside of Digital Religion frameworks, thus overlooking the dynamic interplay 

between digital media technologies and religious institutions. 

 

This research adopts a qualitative case study approach and uses View Church’s official 

Instagram account and website as primary sources of data. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

serves as the principal analytical tool to examine how linguistic and visual strategies are 

employed to establish religious authority, articulate identity, and foster a sense of community 

in digital spaces. The study is further guided by Heidi Campbell’s Religious-Social Shaping 

of Technology (RSST) theory, which offers a layered framework for understanding how 

religious communities interact with and are influenced by digital media. RSST begins with an 

investigation into a church’s history, community structure, theological background, and core 

values related to media use. It then assesses how these values shape the church’s negotiation 

with digital technologies and their representation of religious identity online. 

 

The findings of this thesis are presented in two parts. First, the thesis draws on the literature 

and theoretical frameworks to offer a detailed descriptive analysis of View Church’s digital 

media platforms, examining how the church mediates and curates its online presence. 

Second, it uses the core themes of religious authority, identity, and community to analyse 

how these elements are constructed and expressed through View Church’s digital presence, 

using publicly available online evidence to demonstrate how such mediation occurs. 

 

By applying RSST to this localised South African case, the thesis reveals how global digital 

religious dynamics are reinterpreted within local Pentecostal-Charismatic contexts. In doing 
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so, it contributes to the growing field of African Digital Religion Studies and deepens our 

understanding of how religious institutions navigate, adopt, and adapt digital technologies. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 

Introduction 

This study examines View Church Tygerberg Hills, a Pentecostal-Charismatic church situated 

in Tygerberg Hills, Cape Town, South Africa. Established in 2018, the church is led by 

Pastors Dino and Kelly Cicatello. They planted the church in response to a calling received in 

2016, supported by their sending pastors, Graham and Jenny Evans, and mentored by pastors 

André and Leanne Greeff of View Church Table View. View Church Tygerberg Hills holds 

weekly in-person services at Tygerberg High School and maintains a robust digital presence 

through its website, an Instagram account with 1 485 followers, and a YouTube channel with 

457 subscribers. Sermon series such as Relationship Goals and Talk is Cheap feature 

prominently online, reflecting the church’s commitment to relevant and engaging content. 

The church’s visual media portrays a diverse congregation including families, young adults, 

teenagers, and children, suggesting an inclusive ethos across racial, generational, and gender 

demographics. Ministries tailored for different age groups, such as View Kids and Young 

Adults, reinforce a focus on multi-generational community building. 

 

View Church appears to serve predominantly middle-class and upper-middle-class 

congregants, mainly from white and Coloured communities.1 Based on the church’s publicly 

available audio-visual materials, it actively projects inclusivity in its representation of race, 

age, and family structures. This demographic outreach aligns with the church’s goal of 

fostering future leadership and long-term community involvement, underscored by a range of 

pastoral activities addressing varied life stages. 

 

In the evolving landscape of digital religion, questions of religious authority, identity, and 

community have become central to understanding how faith is lived and expressed online. 

Digital media does not merely extend the reach of religious messages; it transforms how 

 
1 The term Coloured is a socially constructed racial classifica?on that originated during South Africa’s apartheid 
era to describe people of mixed racial ancestry. Although s?ll used in official sta?s?cs and everyday language, 
the term remains contested due to its origins in a racially oppressive system. As Erasmus explains, Coloured 
iden?ty is “a creolised and heterogeneous cultural iden?ty” shaped by history and place rather than essen?al 
biological traits (Erasmus 2001). Dooms and Chutel further argue that this iden?ty category has evolved into a 
fluid cultural construct that is nego?ated in contemporary South African society (Dooms and Chutel 2022). 
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religious selves are performed and how spiritual communities are imagined. As Eileen Barker 

notes, the internet offers “a new environment for religion to be experienced, challenged, or 

reshaped” (Barker 2005, 13). Giulia Evolvi and Heidi A. Campbell (2020) argue that 

religious identity online is not a static reflection of offline belief but a fluid, interactive 

process shaped by digital environments. They emphasise that “identity is performed and 

constructed through media engagement, shaped by both religious traditions and digital 

cultures” (Evolvi and Campbell 2020, 3). This insight compels researchers to examine how 

communities negotiate their boundaries, norms, and sources of legitimacy in digital spaces. 

 

Religious authority, often rooted in tradition and hierarchy, is increasingly mediated through 

social platforms where new forms of influence emerge. Campbell underscores that digital 

media become arenas where “religious authority is both contested and reaffirmed” (Campbell 

2005, 218), allowing unofficial voices and lay actors to participate in meaning making. This 

reconfiguration challenges traditional structures and invites scholarly inquiry into how 

authority is exercised, represented, and sustained in online religious contexts. 

Simultaneously, digital religion facilitates community building practices that blend affective 

belonging, ritual participation, and theological discourse, creating what Campbell calls 

“networked religious communities” (Campbell 2005, 211). These communities operate across 

platforms where the negotiation of doctrine, identity, and leadership often occurs in real time. 

 

This study explores these dynamics through a case study of View Church Tygerberg Hills. 

Positioned within the global Pentecostal movement yet embedded in a specific South African 

context, View Church provides a compelling lens to examine how digital tools mediate 

authority, shape communal belonging, and influence religious identity. Using Campbell’s 

Religious-Social Shaping of Technology framework, this research analyses how the church 

strategically adopts and adapts digital media to reflect its theological values and institutional 

priorities. The study thus contributes to scholarship on Pentecostalism and digital religion in 

the Global South by offering a contextualised understanding of how Christian communities 

shape and are shaped by digital technologies. 

 

Preliminary Literature Review 

This literature review explores significant scholarship on Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches 

(PCCs) and their use of media in Africa. It demonstrates that PCCs are not passive adopters 
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of media technologies but actively engage with and shape these tools to express theological 

ideas, construct authority, and foster religious community. Across different African contexts, 

scholars show that media functions not only as a communication tool but also as a space of 

theological creativity, branding, and socio-religious negotiation. 

 

Murtala Ibrahim (2023) provides an insightful study of Nigerian Pentecostalism, emphasising 

how mass media, particularly radio, television, and music, are used strategically to project 

religious messages and authority. He asserts that “media platforms provide religious 

organizations with a strategic space to modify and amplify their messages in ways that align 

with their evangelistic goals” (Ibrahim 2023, 5). These media technologies allow PCCs to 

reach beyond physical congregations and establish a presence in national and transnational 

religious markets. Ibrahim highlights how this strategy is deliberate: “Pentecostal churches 

invest considerable resources into media production, viewing it as a spiritual and institutional 

necessity rather than a luxury” (Ibrahim 2023, 6). However, despite this sophisticated use of 

traditional media, many PCCs are still lagging in digital innovation. As Ibrahim points out, 

“digital media is not yet fully integrated into the religious ecology of many African 

Pentecostal groups, often due to infrastructural and theological ambivalence” (Ibrahim 2023, 

7). 

 

Jeffrey Anderson (2020) shifts the focus to urban Ghanaian contexts, where he explores how 

social class shapes access to media within PCCs. He challenges techno-deterministic readings 

of media by arguing that “the power of media in shaping religious experience is not inherent 

in the technology itself but contingent upon individuals’ access to these platforms” (Anderson 

2020, 147). In particular, Anderson reveals the strategic use of photographs as visual 

affirmations of faith. He writes: “Photographs function as a visual currency in Pentecostal 

networks, enabling believers to circulate images that affirm religious identity and foster 

belonging” (Anderson 2020, 153). These photographs are not merely decorative but are 

constitutive of Pentecostal identity. He further notes that “the circulation of these images 

among congregants reinforces communal identity and mediates divine presence in everyday 

life” (Anderson 2020, 157), suggesting a deeply embodied media practice that operates 

within classed and spiritual frameworks. 

 

Asonzeh Ukah (2018) also focuses on visual media, particularly the use of photography in 

Nigerian Pentecostalism. He argues that “images and photographs serve as powerful tools for 
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constructing and communicating the religious identity of PCCs” (Ukah 2018, 175). Through 

intentional image curation, churches develop a recognisable public persona that aligns with 

their spiritual mission. Ukah notes that “visual media are not mere representations; they are 

performative acts that manifest the theological identity of the church” (Ukah 2018, 176). This 

visual performance is central to how PCCs assert authority and foster belonging. Importantly, 

Ukah shows that even smaller or less resourced churches can engage in this form of media 

representation: “PCCs, whether large or small, possess agency over their visual narratives, 

enabling them to present images and videos that align with their theological and social 

values” (Ukah 2018, 178). Thus, visuality becomes a site of both theological expression and 

institutional autonomy. 

 

Maria Frahm-Arp (2018) investigates how South African PCCs use social media platforms, 

such as Facebook and Twitter, to articulate doctrine, manage image, and engage with 

congregants. She writes: “Social media functions as a digital space where PCCs articulate 

their theological positions and offer guidance on societal topics, thus shaping public 

understanding of their faith” (Frahm-Arp 2018, 261). This media engagement is not only 

informative but also performative. Frahm-Arp observes that “social media allows churches to 

present an image of spiritual success, technological relevance, and social engagement” 

(Frahm-Arp 2018, 265), emphasising the image-conscious nature of digital presence. The 

visual branding of pastors and church events is central to this effort. “Social media platforms 

enable PCCs to construct and disseminate curated images of their pastoral leadership and 

community activities, reinforcing organizational identity and visibility” (Frahm-Arp 2018, 

270). This curated digital presence complements physical church experiences, creating a 

seamless spiritual space across platforms. 

 

Francis Benyah (2018) contributes to this discourse by examining the use of dedicated 

church-run media, such as television networks and social media channels, in a Ghanaian 

PCC. He points out that “social media platforms provide PCCs with the capacity to craft and 

manage their religious brand identity independently, free from external influences” (Benyah 

2018, 241). This autonomy enables churches to maintain consistency in doctrinal messaging 

and image projection. Benyah emphasises that “by owning media infrastructure, churches 

gain unprecedented control over their content, timing, and theological emphasis” (Benyah 

2018, 243). This control is not simply about visibility but also about theological authority and 

institutional coherence. As he puts it, “PCCs hold the responsibility to develop and maintain a 
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consistent and authentic public image that resonates with their followers and reinforces their 

spiritual authority” (Benyah 2018, 245). 

 

Katrien Pype (2018) offers a valuable perspective from the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

where PCCs rely on “small media” such as pamphlets and photographs, owing to political 

and infrastructural constraints. She writes that, “due to political restrictions, certain 

individuals are barred from accessing large social media networks and mainstream media 

outlets” (Pype 2018, 206). In this context, small media become essential tools for religious 

communication. These media, including leaflets, posters, and curated images, are used to 

convey spiritual authority and devotional narratives. “Photographs are retouched so that the 

leader is visually aligned with the image of Jesus the Christian Savior during his passion” 

(Pype 2018, 188), a practice that visually reinforces religious legitimacy and charisma. 

Moreover, she notes that “pamphlets circulate biographical sketches of religious leaders, 

transforming personal narratives into collective devotional memory” (Pype 2018, 217). These 

forms of media not only bypass state censorship but cultivate embodied forms of authority 

and spiritual intimacy. 

 

In conclusion, the reviewed literature highlights that African Pentecostal-Charismatic 

Churches (PCCs) are deeply engaged in shaping media practices, both digital and analogue, 

as integral to constructing religious identity, authority, and community. Across various 

contexts, scholars such as Ibrahim, Anderson, Ukah, Frahm-Arp, Benyah, and Pype 

demonstrate that media technologies are embedded in the religious life and institutional 

strategies of PCCs. However, a number of gaps and silences remain that this study seeks to 

address. 

 

First, while existing research has richly documented the media practices of Pentecostal 

churches in West and East Africa, South Africa is comparatively underexplored. This regional 

focus matters because South African Pentecostalism arises from a unique historical, political, 

and cultural context marked by apartheid legacies, racialised religious identities, and 

distinctive media infrastructures. By situating the study within a South African PCC, this 

project expands the geographic scope of digital religion scholarship and highlights how local 

histories shape media practice in ways that cannot simply be read off from the better-studied 

West African contexts. 
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Second, much of the existing literature treats “digital media” as a broad category, often 

discussing its promise or challenges in generic terms. What is frequently missing is close 

attention to specific platforms, their affordances, aesthetics, and modes of circulation, and 

how Pentecostal actors strategically adapt these in their self-representation. This study 

addresses that absence by examining concrete platforms such as websites and Instagram, 

showing how their visual and interactive features are harnessed to construct religious 

authority, credibility, and belonging. Such an approach demonstrates that not all digital media 

are used in the same way and that platform-specific logics matter for how Pentecostal identity 

is expressed. 

 

Third, while scholars have emphasised the institutional and strategic uses of media, 

particularly for evangelism, fundraising, and authority-building, less attention has been given 

to the symbolic and aesthetic dimensions of Pentecostal media practice. Digital content is not 

merely functional; it also communicates meaning through design, imagery, language, and 

affect. This study brings these dimensions into focus by analysing how digital self-

representation produces particular visions of Pentecostal identity, modern, global, 

aspirational, or youth-oriented, and how such representations both resonate with and reshape 

congregational life. 

 

Fourth, the current literature tends to cast digital media as a wholly new “frontier” for 

Pentecostalism, sometimes at the expense of recognising continuities with earlier media 

forms such as radio, television, and print. This study therefore situates digital practices within 

a longer genealogy of Pentecostal media engagement in South Africa, showing both the 

innovations of the digital age and the ways in which older media sensibilities, broadcast 

styles, testimonial forms, and charismatic authority are rearticulated in online environments. 

 

By addressing these four gaps, this project does more than add another case study to the field 

of digital religion. It demonstrates that studying digital media in Pentecostalism requires 

attention to regional contexts, platform-specific practices, symbolic and aesthetic modes of 

meaning-making, and historical continuities with analogue media traditions. In doing so, it 

contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how South African Pentecostal-Charismatic 

Churches negotiate their place within the broader African religious media landscape, while 

also offering fresh insights into the creative, strategic, and symbolic uses of media in 

contemporary Pentecostalism. 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



 17 

 

Identification and Summary of Research Problem 

Religion communicated through digital platforms is becoming increasingly widespread, and 

in some cases, it exerts greater influence than traditional offline religious expressions. While 

the academic study of religion and digital media has become well developed in the Global 

North, it remains a relatively underexplored area within African scholarship. This thesis 

engages critically with key theoretical frameworks and concepts from Digital Religion 

Studies to evaluate their relevance, usefulness, and limitations when applied to a specific 

South African context. Using a detailed case study of View Church, a Pentecostal-

Charismatic congregation located in Cape Town, this research examines how the church 

expresses religious identity, fosters religious community, and constructs and communicates 

religious authority through its digital presence and practices. The study offers a contextually 

grounded contribution to broader discussions on the role of digital media in shaping 

contemporary religious life. 

 

Identification of Central Research Question, Sub-questions, and 

Research Objectives 

 

Central Research Question  

Based on the case-study of the View Church, how do Pentecostal Charismatic churches 

mediate religious authority, community, and identity through social media platforms? 

 

Sub-Questions 

1. What are the social media platforms of the View Church? 

2. How does the View Church mediate religious authority, identity, and community 

through social media platforms?  

3. Why does the View Church mediate religious authority, identity, and community 

through its social media platforms in the ways that it does? 

Objectives 

1. To provide a thick description of the social media platforms of the View Church. 
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2. To explore how religious authority, identity and community are mediated through the 

social media platforms of the View Church. 

3. To theorise why the View Church mediates religious authority, identity, and 

community through its social media platforms in the ways that it does. 

 

Preliminary Theoretical and Conceptual Framing 

The theoretical framework of this project will be based on the Religious-Social Shaping of 

Technology Theory. 

 

Religious-Social Shaping of Technology Theory 

The Religious-Social Shaping of Technology (RSST) theory was developed by Professor 

Heidi A. Campbell, a leading scholar in the field of digital religion studies, who has 

extensively examined the intersection of religion, media, and technology. RSST is a 

framework that explains how religious communities actively shape and negotiate technology 

adoption in accordance with their theological values, institutional histories, and communal 

structures. Campbell (2016) asserts that “religious communities do not merely adopt 

technology but negotiate its use based on deeply embedded beliefs, traditions, and social 

structures” (20). To apply this framework effectively, the researcher must begin with a 

thorough understanding of the religious community’s background. This involves analysing 

the organisation’s origins, institutional development, and community dynamics, including 

how authority is structured and exercised within the group. Campbell (2016) explains that 

this first step involves “identifying the social and historical narratives that inform the group’s 

technological choices” (20). 

 

An essential part of this process is examining the textual history of the organisation, which 

entails engaging both with its theological doctrines and with how the community is 

represented in academic and popular discourse. In her 2005 chapter, Campbell notes that 

“understanding the communal framing of meaning is vital in any study of religious media 

use” (2005, 212). After establishing the foundational context, the second step in the RSST 

framework is to identify the core beliefs and values that shape the community’s media 

engagement. According to Campbell (2016), this requires “recognising the moral universe of 

the group that informs their choices about communication technologies” (21). These values 
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are not merely theological but are shaped by layers of influence, family, denominational 

identity, cultural norms, and institutional authority, what Campbell (2012) elsewhere refers to 

as “circles of influence” (56). 

 

Once the researcher has mapped out the historical and ideological landscape, RSST directs 

attention to how the religious group negotiates the introduction of new technologies. 

Campbell (2016) emphasises that this negotiation is neither uniform nor passive: “Religious 

communities interpret and reshape technologies to reflect their spiritual worldview” (21). 

This third phase highlights how communities either accept, reject, or selectively adapt digital 

tools. Finally, the RSST framework examines how technology is used to express and sustain 

religious identity. Campbell (2010) argues that media can become “a sacred space where 

community boundaries are maintained, and religious identity is publicly performed” (114). 

This step involves exploring how digital platforms are used to construct, maintain, and 

communicate religious belonging and authority. 

 

By following these four stages—historical context, core values, negotiation, and communal 

expression—RSST provides a comprehensive analytical lens for this study. It allows for a 

multidimensional exploration of View Church’s digital presence, revealing how theological 

commitments, institutional identity, and sociocultural positioning shape its technological 

practices. As Campbell (2016) concludes, “RSST encourages scholars to see technology not 

as external to religious life but as deeply entangled with it, forming part of a community’s 

living tradition” (22). 

 

The Religious-Social Shaping of Technology (RSST) theory offers a structured framework 

for understanding how religious communities engage with digital technologies in ways that 

reflect and reinforce their core beliefs and institutional structures. RSST asserts that religious 

groups shape media use according to their historical context, theological values, and social 

dynamics (Campbell 2016, 20–21). This framework is particularly useful for analysing three 

key concepts that are central to this study: religious authority, religious identity, and religious 

community. RSST helps to reveal how religious authority is negotiated and expressed 

through digital platforms, where leadership structures and theological control are either 

reinforced or reinterpreted. It also enables an analysis of how religious identity is constructed 

online through curated content, visual branding, and theological messaging that reflect the 

church’s core values. In addition, RSST sheds light on how religious community is formed 
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and sustained in digital spaces, by examining patterns of interaction, participation, and 

belonging mediated through technology. As Campbell (2010) explains, digital media can 

function as “a sacred space where community boundaries are maintained, and religious 

identity is publicly performed” (114). Thus, RSST provides an essential lens for interpreting 

how View Church enacts authority, identity, and community in its digital presence. 

 

Authority 

The study by Baffelli, Reader, and Staemmler (2019) offers a valuable framework for 

understanding how religious authority is constructed and legitimised through media. Their 

analysis of Japanese new religious movements demonstrates how religious leaders use digital 

platforms to assert authority by blending charismatic expression with institutional backing. 

They explain that “charisma is not only something that a leader possesses but something that 

is produced and maintained through interaction with followers” (Baffelli et al. 2019, 7). This 

interaction is increasingly mediated by digital platforms that allow leaders to cultivate a 

visible and persuasive presence. Furthermore, they note that “media is not simply a tool for 

communication, but a space in which authority is enacted and contested” (Baffelli et al. 2019, 

9). In this way, religious authority becomes performative and public, shaped by the way 

messages are framed, shared, and received in online environments. The authors also argue 

that “digital media allows religious leaders to extend their charisma beyond the confines of 

the immediate physical community” (Baffelli et al. 2019, 8), making their influence 

accessible to broader, more diverse audiences. 

 

This study draws directly on these insights to analyse how religious authority is articulated 

and maintained within the digital presence of View Church. Specifically, it explores how the 

church’s leadership uses video sermons, social media posts, and online branding to present a 

form of mediated charismatic authority that is both personal and institutional. As Baffelli et 

al. (2019) observe, “authority in contemporary religious movements is often maintained 

through a combination of traditional roles and media-savvy engagement” (10), a dynamic that 

is clearly observable in the View Church context. This research examines the discursive 

strategies used by the senior pastor and leadership team, such as persuasive language, 

theological framing, and performance style, to understand how authority is not only claimed 

but also continually reaffirmed by the digital community. By applying Baffelli et al.’s (2019) 
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theoretical lens, this project reveals how digital platforms are central to the ongoing 

negotiation of religious authority in Pentecostal-Charismatic contexts. 

 

Identity 

The study of religious identity has increasingly turned to the digital sphere, where online 

environments present new challenges and opportunities for the formation, negotiation, and 

expression of faith. Heidi Campbell’s (2022) concept of “digital religion” highlights how 

online platforms serve as “symbolic spaces for religious individuals to explore, express, and 

negotiate their faith identity” (67). Digital spaces are not detached from offline life but allow 

individuals to build networks of belonging, experiment with self-representation, and engage 

broader cultural discourses. 

 

For groups whose identities are marginalised, such spaces are vital. Campbell (2022) 

observes that “for many religious minorities, the internet provides a much-needed safe space 

to find affirmation and visibility” (70). Identity in this sense is relational, constructed through 

ongoing interaction and affirmation. Moreover, digital identity is curated and fluid. As 

Campbell (2023a) explains, “users actively shape their own faith narratives in response to the 

digital environments they inhabit” (45). Selective sharing and engagement make religious 

identity an intentional and responsive performance. This conceptualisation aligns with 

scholarship that treats religion and media as inseparable.  

 

De Sousa, Tudor and Evolvi (2021) argue that “religion is based on messages circulated 

among believers and on systems of communication that sustain a certain religious 

worldview” (2). Historically mediated through texts, rituals, and broadcast media, religion in 

the digital age is intensified by interactivity, as believers themselves produce and circulate 

content. The internet has blurred distinctions between offline and online. As noted by de 

Sousa et al. (2021), “the difference between online and offline practices has become 

increasingly blurred, and digital communication tends to be an integral part of everyday life” 

(2–3). Religious identity now exists across a continuum where official authority and 

grassroots participation converge. 

 

Digital media also destabilise hierarchies. As de Sousa et al. (2021) observe, they can 

“subvert existing hierarchies and values, connecting religion with discourses of gender, race, 
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and politics” (3). Religious identity therefore emerges not only within tradition but also 

through contestation and transformation. 

 

Agbarya and John (2020) provide a concrete example in their study of Muslim Arab women 

in Israel. They show (2020) that becoming more religious online involved adopting new 

communication rules: “We highlight the adoption of new kinds of rules for digitally mediated 

communication” (1). Identity was expressed through erasure, such as when “respondents said 

that they had deleted posts that no longer represented their identity and deleted old photos of 

themselves in which they were not wearing a hijab” (Agbarya and John 2020, 3), and also 

through the creation of new religious content. These acts were framed as obligations: “The 

removal of digital traces was as important to the interviewees … as acts of identity building.” 

(2020, 3). Decisions about ties and content reflected adherence to edicts rather than self-

expression (Agbarya and John 2020, 2). 

 

Ultimately, “communication technologies are used not only to present identity, but also play a 

role in its formation and transformation” (Agbarya and John 2020, 3). Taken together, these 

perspectives show religious identity as dynamic, relational, and mediated, curated yet 

constrained, personal yet communal, continuous yet open to change. 

Community 

In addition to shaping personal identity, digital platforms play a crucial role in fostering 

religious community. Hutchings (2022, 191) observes that online religious communities are 

“ever-present,” not restricted by time or space, allowing for continuous interaction and shared 

religious experience. This transnational and asynchronous nature of digital community 

expands the boundaries of belonging, enabling individuals to participate in practices and 

dialogues that would otherwise be constrained by geography. As Hutchings (2022) further 

explains, “religious community online transcends geographic borders, forming global 

networks of faith engagement” (193). Such dynamics highlight that digital environments are 

not merely supplementary to physical congregations but constitute spaces where community 

itself is actively produced and maintained. 

 

Heidi Campbell (2023b) develops this perspective through her concept of networked religion, 

which emphasises that contemporary religious communities are increasingly shaped by the 

flows of information, interaction, and digital connectivity. Networked communities allow 
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participation based on shared beliefs rather than formal institutional affiliation, removing 

traditional gatekeepers and enabling direct engagement between individuals and religious 

organisations (Campbell 2023b, 21). Membership and participation are not static; as 

Campbell (2023b) notes, they “constantly shift based on interest, relevance, and resonance 

with personal values” (22). This flexibility reflects a broader transformation in how religious 

communities are defined and experienced in the digital age, highlighting the interplay 

between personal agency and collective identity. 

 

Complementing this, de Sousa et al. (2021) explore how digital media shapes religious 

practice more broadly, highlighting mediated rituals, collaborative participation, and identity 

negotiation. They argue that online environments are not peripheral but central to the lived 

experience of religion, reinforcing both individual and communal dimensions of faith. 

 

Collectively, these studies demonstrate how digital platforms are reshaping the nature of 

religious community. View Church illustrates this transformation by creating an online 

presence that remains grounded in local identity while reaching a global audience. Through 

networked structures, the church enables active participation and shared spiritual experience, 

supporting both individual expression and collective identity. As a result, digital religion not 

only expands the boundaries of community but also redefines it, linking traditional faith 

practices with new, interconnected modes of social and spiritual engagement. 

 

Research Design and Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative case study design focusing on the digital presence of View 

Church, a Pentecostal-Charismatic congregation in Cape Town, South Africa. The research is 

based on digital fieldwork through a systematic examination of the church’s publicly 

accessible online platforms including its official website, Instagram page, and YouTube 

channel. These platforms serve as the primary sources of data, providing insight into how the 

church communicates and constructs religious authority, identity, and community in a digital 

environment. As Nelson, Brake, and Gangadharan (2018) explain, qualitative research allows 

for the “deep exploration of meaning and perspective through contextualised engagement 

with data” (114), which makes it suitable for the aims of this study. The focus is not on 

participatory or immersive ethnographic observation but on the structured analysis of public 

digital content within a defined institutional context. 
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The primary method of analysis is critical discourse analysis, which uncovers the power 

relations, ideological frameworks, and social constructions embedded in the church’s digital 

discourse. Fairclough (2013) defines critical discourse analysis as “a mode of analysis 

concerned with the role of language in the production and reproduction of power” (178). This 

approach is effective for examining how institutional voices such as those of religious leaders 

and organisations present authority and construct communal narratives. This study applies 

critical discourse analysis to both verbal and visual texts to identify how religious authority is 

asserted, how identity is shaped through theological and cultural discourse, and how a sense 

of religious community is maintained or produced. Fairclough (2013) further notes that 

discourse is “a form of social practice” (95). This method allows the research to critically 

evaluate how digital communication is used to legitimise leadership, create shared identity, 

and foster digital belonging. The combination of a focused case study and critical discourse 

analysis ensures that the analysis remains contextually grounded while revealing broader 

patterns of meaning-making in digital religion. 

 

Ethics Considerations 

This research engages exclusively with publicly accessible digital content provided by View 

Church on platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, and the church’s official website. As the 

data are drawn solely from the public domain, no direct interaction with human subjects 

occurs, and therefore, the study does not require formal ethical approval concerning 

participant consent or confidentiality in the traditional sense. However, digital research ethics 

extend beyond formal institutional review and require careful consideration of privacy, 

representation, and researcher responsibility when engaging with online data (Markham and 

Buchanan 2020). 

 

Internet research ethics frameworks emphasise that even publicly available data must be 

handled with sensitivity and respect for the individuals and communities represented. 

Markham and Buchanan (2020) note that “publicly accessible online data does not 

automatically equate to ethically ‘open’ data” (208), urging researchers to consider the 

context in which the information is shared and the potential risks to those involved. This 

means that although the platforms studied are open to anyone, the research must still maintain 

respect for the dignity of online subjects and avoid misrepresentation or harm. Careful 
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reflection on how findings are presented is therefore necessary to ensure that the voices of the 

religious community are not distorted or taken out of context. 

 

Another important ethical principal concerns transparency and reflexivity. Researchers 

should be clear about the aims and limits of their research and mindful of their own 

positionality and potential biases in interpreting online content (Ess 2009). As Ess (2009) 

explains, “Internet research ethics must be dynamic and sensitive to the evolving nature of 

digital environments,” (102) requiring continuous ethical reflection throughout the research 

process. This study follows these principles by critically engaging with the digital material 

without claiming to represent private beliefs or intentions beyond what is publicly expressed 

by the church and its leadership. 

 

Finally, this project aligns with the ethical recommendation that internet researchers protect 

the anonymity of individuals where possible, even when using public data, especially in 

sensitive contexts. Although View Church is a public organisation and its digital content is 

openly accessible, care will be taken to avoid unnecessarily exposing or identifying 

individual congregants unless their contributions are intentionally public and relevant to the 

study’s aims. Overall, this ethical approach supports the integrity of the research while 

respecting the agency of the religious community observed online. 

 

Structure of Thesis 

This chapter provides essential context and background for the dissertation. It begins by 

situating the study within the intersecting fields of media and Pentecostalism, with a specific 

focus on the View Church case study based in Cape Town. The first half offers a preliminary 

literature review, examining key scholarly work on Pentecostalism and media in Africa, 

referencing notable authors such as Ukah, Frahm-Amp, and Pype. This section establishes the 

cultural and academic framework necessary for understanding the intersection of 

Pentecostalism and media within the African context, particularly South Africa. The chapter 

also clearly states the research question and objectives, which structure the inquiry and guide 

the fieldwork and data analysis. Foundational theoretical concepts related to religious 

authority, identity, and community are introduced through the works of Baffelli et al. and 

Heidi Campbell. Central to this chapter is an exposition of Heidi Campbell’s Religious-Social 

Shaping of Technology (RSST) theory, which provides the primary theoretical foundation for 
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this dissertation. The chapter concludes by outlining the research design and methodology, 

emphasising the qualitative case study approach focused on digital platforms and the use of 

critical discourse analysis as the primary analytical tool. 

 

Chapter Two presents an extensive literature review structured to demonstrate the depth of 

research informing this study. It opens by discussing media within African Pentecostalism, 

highlighting the regulative practices and public representation of Pentecostal Charismatic 

Churches. The next section explores social media’s role in African Pentecostalism, focusing 

on social interaction and the dissemination of religious messages through digital platforms. 

The final part addresses digital religion in African Pentecostalism, exploring how religious 

authority, identity, and community are constructed and negotiated through digital media. 

 

Chapter Three develops the theoretical framework underpinning the research. It offers a 

comprehensive examination of digital religion scholarship and theories of mediation and 

mediatisation within the African context. Particular attention is given to Campbell’s RSST 

theory, which is explored through its four key components: the historical background of the 

religious community, core values influencing media engagement, negotiation of new 

technologies, and technology as a representation of religious community. This chapter 

establishes the theoretical lens through which the case study’s digital practices are analysed. 

 

Chapter Four details the research methodology, describing the qualitative case study 

approach focused on View Church’s digital platforms such as Instagram and its official 

website. It explains the procedures for data collection, storage, and management, with critical 

discourse analysis employed as the central analytical method. The chapter further discusses 

the legitimacy of digital religion as an academic field and addresses the ethical considerations 

relevant to research on public digital content. 

 

Chapters Five and Six present the research findings aligned with the research objectives. 

Chapter Five provides a detailed description of the View Church’s digital platforms, outlining 

the nature and scope of its online presence. Chapter Six analyses how religious authority, 

identity, and community are mediated through these digital platforms. 

 

Chapter Seven serves as the conclusion chapter. It synthesises the findings from the previous 

chapters, reflects on the research objectives, and discusses the broader implications of the 
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study. The chapter also addresses the limitations of the research and offers recommendations 

for future studies on digital religion within Pentecostal-Charismatic contexts. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
 

Introduction 

This study, situated at the intersection of religious studies, digital media, and social media, 

investigates the interrelations between authority, identity, and community within the context 

of digital religion. Given the complexity of these themes, it was necessary to identify a 

theoretical framework that comprehensively addresses the multifaceted nature of religion’s 

engagement with digital technologies. Heidi Campbell (2016, 20) identifies three prominent 

frameworks relevant to the study of digital religion and media: mediatisation, mediation of 

meaning, and the Religious-Social Shaping of Technology. Each framework offers critical 

insights into the dynamic relationships between religious institutions, social media platforms, 

and broader media ecologies. 

 

This chapter is structured to provide a clear conceptual foundation for the research. It begins 

by offering a detailed overview of the three frameworks: mediatisation, mediation of 

meaning, and Religious-Social Shaping of Technology, explaining their core principles and 

analytical potential. Subsequently, the chapter reviews how these frameworks have been 

employed in previous and contemporary scholarly work to study digital religion. The chapter 

then justifies the selection of Campbell’s Religious-Social Shaping of Technology as the 

primary theoretical lens for this study, highlighting its applicability to the research questions 

and context. Finally, it provides an in-depth examination of the key components of this 

framework, illustrating how these have been utilised by other scholars to analyse the 

interplay between religion and digital technology. 

 

The Study of Digital Religion 

The study of digital religion has increasingly recognised the need to situate online religious 

practices within robust theoretical frameworks. Scholars have identified three primary 

approaches for analysing digital religion: mediatisation, mediation of meaning, and the 

religious-social shaping of digital technology (RSST). Heidi Campbell (2016) regards these 

frameworks as foundational for understanding the complex interactions between religion and 

digital media. Each framework provides a distinct lens through which the influence of digital 
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technologies on religious practices, authority, and community can be analysed. This chapter 

examines the three frameworks in detail and explores empirical studies that illuminate their 

application, focusing particularly on African Pentecostal contexts and broader global 

examples. In doing so, it also provides an understanding of the general theoretical framework 

that underpins the study. 

 

Mediatisation theory emphasises the transformative role of media in social and cultural 

change. Campbell (2016) asserts that “media is central to processes of social transformation 

over time” (18), arguing that media functions as a fundamental communication tool within 

society. Through this lens, religious practices are not merely broadcasted online; they are 

actively reshaped by digital platforms. Campbell further explains that “media is part of a 

system used by society to communicate” (2016, 18), emphasising the role of media in 

structuring social relations and influencing behaviour. Importantly, mediatisation describes a 

shift in religious authority whereby authority moves “from institutional control to consensus-

based authority negotiated through online engagement” (Campbell 2016, 19). 

 

Empirical studies provide rich illustrations of mediatisation in action. For example, Thinane 

(2022) examines how Pentecostal-Charismatic churches in South Africa adapted to the 

COVID-19 pandemic by employing social media to disseminate public health messages and 

maintain community engagement. Thinane (2022) observes that “the rapid adoption of social 

media platforms by churches was not merely a response to a crisis but a strategic move to 

maintain community engagement and spiritual continuity” (185). This demonstrates that 

digital platforms are not merely tools for replication of offline practices; they are 

transformative spaces that reshape participation, religious authority, and community 

dynamics. Hackett (2009b) explores a contrasting context in Northern Nigeria, where digital 

religion reflects dominant Muslim authority. She notes that “digital platforms are shaped by 

local religious demographics” (124), highlighting how mediatisation processes are influenced 

by social and religious hierarchies. Hackett’s study emphasises that digital religion is not 

uniform; it interacts with preexisting social and religious structures, reflecting local contexts 

and reinforcing or challenging existing authority. Similarly, Altenhofen (2022) investigates 

the Catholic Church’s engagement with digital media, illustrating mediatisation within a 

traditional institution. Altenhofen argues that “the Church’s use of digital platforms is a 

response to the need to remain ‘relatable and connected with contemporary society’” (210). 
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His study demonstrates how mediatisation allows institutions to negotiate their relevance, 

maintain authority, and foster engagement in increasingly digital societies. 

 

Through these studies, mediatisation is shown to operate at multiple levels: transforming 

individual religious practices, reshaping authority structures, and redefining institutional 

engagement. The empirical evidence underscores that digital religion is not simply a 

replication of offline practices, but an arena where religious authority and communal life are 

actively renegotiated. 

 

The second theoretical framework, mediation of meaning, focuses on how media conveys 

religious ideas and facilitates meaning-making processes among audiences. Campbell (2016) 

defines mediation of meaning as “the process by which language and symbols transmit 

meaning through acts of consumption and interpretation” (19). In this framework, media 

serves as both a representational and an interpretive medium, translating religious traditions 

for digital audiences while simultaneously shaping interpretation. 

 

David Morgan (2011) emphasises that mediation of meaning occurs through “shared 

experiences on digital platforms that individuals assemble over time into coherent 

interpretations” (25). For religious organisations, textual and visual content is “constructed to 

guide believers and influence behaviour beyond spiritual matters” (Morgan 2011, 27). These 

processes demonstrate that digital media is not passive; it actively shapes how believers 

understand and negotiate religious meaning. Several studies within African Pentecostal 

contexts exemplify mediation of meaning. Meyer (2005) investigates Ghanaian churches’ use 

of cinema to project religious messages, noting that “cinema becomes a medium through 

which religious meaning is communicated publicly” (308). This demonstrates how media can 

extend religious influence into broader societal spaces, merging spiritual messaging with 

social engagement. Gunner (2018) explores South African Pentecostal leader Phakama 

Shembe’s engagement with media, highlighting that “media serves as a platform for social 

and religious inclusion” (187), enabling marginalised communities to access religious 

teachings and participate in communal life. Ukah (2018) documents the Redeemed Christian 

Church of God’s use of billboards to interpret socioeconomic realities, showing that “media 

articulates biblical meaning relevant to everyday life” (181). These studies collectively 

illustrate that mediation of meaning facilitates both continuity and innovation in religious 
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communication, allowing communities to navigate traditional beliefs in contemporary 

contexts. 

 

In summary, mediation of meaning emphasises the interpretive and communicative functions 

of media, highlighting how religious institutions and individuals co-construct meaning. It 

complements mediatisation by focusing less on structural transformation and more on 

cognitive and symbolic processes of engagement. 

 

The third framework, Religious-Social Shaping of Digital Technology (RSST), offers a 

comprehensive lens for understanding how religious groups actively adopt and negotiate 

technologies in accordance with their values, historical context, and social environment. 

Campbell (2016) argues that RSST integrates four interrelated aspects: “historical 

understanding, values influencing technology selection, processes of technology negotiation, 

and technology’s role in representing religious communities” (20). Unlike mediatisation, 

which emphasises structural effects, RSST foregrounds agency, demonstrating that religious 

actors are active participants in shaping their technological engagement. As Campbell (2016) 

notes, practitioners “choose technologies in ways that align with their beliefs and social 

contexts” (21). RSST provides a robust framework for understanding the local appropriation 

of digital religion. Thinane (2022) exemplifies RSST by demonstrating that South African 

Pentecostal churches did not simply adopt social media; they selectively employed platforms 

aligned with doctrinal and communal priorities, reflecting both technological savvy and 

cultural appropriateness. Hackett (2009b) similarly reveals that digital practices in Northern 

Nigeria are shaped by local religious demographics, indicating that communities negotiate 

the use of platforms in ways that reinforce both authority and identity. Altenhofen (2022) 

further illustrates RSST by showing how the Catholic Church strategically engages digital 

technologies to maintain visibility, relevance, and connection with congregants, while 

simultaneously preserving hierarchical authority. RSST also highlights the interplay between 

identity, authority, and community representation. By considering cultural situatedness, RSST 

allows scholars to examine how digital platforms are locally interpreted, negotiated, and 

embedded in religious life. In African Pentecostal contexts, for example, RSST reveals how 

communities selectively integrate digital tools to extend authority, engage members, and 

navigate both spiritual and social dimensions of practice. 
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The three theoretical frameworks, mediatisation, mediation of meaning, and the religious-

social shaping of digital technology, offer complementary perspectives for understanding 

digital religion. Mediatisation highlights how media transform religious practices and 

redistribute authority, as seen in Pentecostal churches in South Africa (Thinane 2022) and 

traditional institutions like the Catholic Church (Altenhofen 2022). Mediation of meaning 

emphasises the interpretive processes by which media conveys religious significance, 

illustrated by Ghanaian churches’ use of cinema (Meyer 2005) and South African Pentecostal 

leaders’ engagement with marginalised communities (Gunner 2018; Ukah 2018). The 

religious-social shaping of digital technology foregrounds the active agency of religious 

actors in selecting and negotiating digital technologies in ways aligned with cultural values 

and community priorities (Hackett 2009b; Campbell 2016). Together, these frameworks 

demonstrate that digital platforms are not mere tools but dynamic spaces where authority, 

identity, and community are negotiated, bridging traditional practices with networked 

participatory forms of religious engagement across diverse contexts. 

 

Building on these perspectives, the three frameworks function together as an integrated 

analytical approach in this study, with RSST serving as the primary framework while 

mediatisation and mediation of meaning provide important conceptual support. Mediation of 

meaning contributes by clarifying how religious ideas, symbols, and institutional messages 

are communicated through digital platforms and interpreted by audiences. This perspective 

complements RSST by addressing the processes through which meaning is produced and 

received within digital environments, an aspect that RSST itself does not fully develop. 

Mediatisation further strengthens the analytical approach by situating religious media 

practices within broader processes of social and cultural change. By emphasising the 

structural role of media in shaping patterns of visibility, authority, and participation, 

mediatisation helps contextualise the technological choices that RSST examines at the 

community level. Within this framework, RSST remains central because it focuses on how 

religious communities actively interpret, negotiate, and adopt technologies in relation to their 

historical traditions, communal values, and social circumstances. When considered together, 

mediation of meaning and mediatisation extend the explanatory capacity of RSST by 

illuminating the interpretive and structural dimensions of digital religion, thereby enabling a 

more comprehensive analysis of how View Church Tygerberg Hills engages digital platforms 

within its specific socio-cultural context. 
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African Perspectives 

This section examines the African perspective on digital religion, highlighting how religious 

communities across Kenya, Ghana, and South Africa engage with digital media to negotiate 

identity, authority, and community, reflecting locally situated, culturally embedded, and 

contextually dynamic practices. 

 

Kimingichi Wabende (2021) provides a compelling examination of how digital platforms 

shape religious and political identity in Kenya, illustrating the convergence of religion, 

culture, and politics in online spaces. His study focuses on the 2017 Kenyan presidential 

elections, during which opposition leader Raila Odinga employed the biblical narrative of 

Joshua leading the Israelites to Canaan, the Promised Land, as a metaphor for his political 

mission. This narrative quickly permeated social media, inspiring widespread participation 

among Kenyans through tweets, memes, and other digital expressions. Wabende situates this 

phenomenon within the framework of online liveness, emphasising how digital platforms 

facilitate immediate, participatory engagement that transcends traditional institutional 

boundaries. He observes that “this play on imaginings of a Canaan journey, as displayed in 

cyberspace, became a performance of biblical analogies, dreams, and expectations by rival 

characters in an ensuing online drama” (Wabende 2021, 8). By applying Carl Jung’s theory of 

archetypes and the collective unconscious, Wabende interprets the journey motif as a heroic 

narrative in which Odinga functions as a central figure leading a collective quest for 

liberation. He notes, “I utilise Carl Jung’s theory of archetypes and collective unconscious to 

explore the journey motif, framed within an analogy of the Israelites’ journey from captivity, 

with Odinga portrayed as a hero who pursues the political quest of delivering Kenyans to the 

land of Canaan” (Wabende 2021, 9). Wabende’s study highlights the performative and 

participatory aspects of African digital religion, demonstrating that online spaces provide 

opportunities for communities to co-create religious and political meaning. The study 

underscores the interplay between digital media and collective consciousness, illustrating 

how African communities negotiate, contest, and reinterpret traditional narratives in response 

to contemporary social and political realities. 

 

Agana-Nsiire Agana (2021) critically examines the responsiveness of African theological 

reflection to the emergence of digital culture, focusing on the Ghanaian context. He argues 

that social media and other digital tools are reshaping identity formation, community 
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engagement, and cultural participation, challenging traditional African theological paradigms. 

Agana contends that conventional approaches to African theology, which are often rooted in 

past-oriented notions of tradition, must evolve to engage with the realities of digital culture. 

He observes: “This article engages secondary sources and real-world instances of the digital 

mediation of contemporary culture to interrogate the responsiveness of African theological 

reflection to the phenomenon of digital culture” (Agana 2021, 3). Agana (2021) further 

advocates for a new idea theological paradigm, emphasising the democratization of religious 

authority and participation facilitated by digital media: “The paper therefore suggests that a 

new idea theological paradigm is required in which past oriented conceptions of what 

constitutes African tradition give place to careful and critical attention to the overt and subtle 

ways in which digital tools democratize popular agency on religious and public issues” (5). 

His analysis foregrounds the agency of African religious communities in negotiating digital 

platforms, emphasising that technological adoption is socially, culturally, and politically 

situated. By demonstrating the transformative potential of digital culture for theology, Agana 

highlights the need for African religious actors to reinterpret tradition, engage with 

contemporary media, and maintain relevance in a rapidly changing digital landscape. His 

work underscores the importance of contextualisation, cultural negotiation, and participatory 

engagement in understanding African digital religion, positioning communities as active 

shapers of both religious meaning and social discourse. 

 

Lee Scharnick Udemans (2018) offers a critical perspective on digital religion in South Africa 

by examining the contested and fluid nature of religious engagement with media. Drawing on 

Chidester’s theory of wild religion, she demonstrates that media spaces are arenas for 

negotiation, where religious meanings are both contested and reinterpreted. She states that 

“religion’s encounter with media is marked by wild ambivalence” (Scharnick Udemans 2018, 

182), highlighting the unpredictable character of mediated religious practices. Scharnick 

Udemans employs two illustrative vignettes, “TV is the Devil” and “The Devil is on TV”, to 

demonstrate how religious communities interact with media in socially and politically 

contingent ways. The first vignette discusses the apartheid era ban on television in South 

Africa, reflecting governmental attempts to regulate moral and religious values. The second 

vignette examines audience engagement with the controversial programme Lucifer, showing 

that viewers actively negotiated and interpreted content: “Religious meanings are negotiated 

and contested in fluid and sometimes contradictory ways” (Scharnick Udemans 2018, 185). 

She further emphasises the necessity of considering power, regulation, and cultural context 
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when analysing digital religion, asserting that “digital religion in Africa must be analysed 

through the lenses of power, regulation, and cultural negotiation” (Scharnick Udemans 2016, 

45). This work foregrounds the African perspective by illustrating that digital religion is 

embedded in historical, political, and social realities, and that religious communities engage 

creatively with media to construct meaning, assert authority, and foster community cohesion. 

Scharnick Udemans’ analysis underscores the complexity, agency, and localness of African 

digital religious practices, challenging deterministic views of technology and emphasising 

participatory negotiation. 

 

Kyama Mugambi (2017) explores the ways in which urban Pentecostal churches in Kenya 

strategically utilise digital platforms to extend charismatic authority and foster community. 

He observes that “digital platforms enable the transcending of physical boundaries to form 

wider religious communities” (Mugambi 2017, 112), highlighting the role of technology in 

mediating social, spiritual, and spatial expansion. Mugambi (2017) further notes that these 

platforms “facilitate new forms of religious identity that are simultaneously local and global” 

(115), illustrating the hybrid character of African digital religion. In examining student 

movements and youth engagement, Mugambi demonstrates that young people actively 

negotiate spiritual identity and participation within urbanised and technologically mediated 

contexts. Digital platforms, he argues, offer spaces for agency, innovation, and communal 

formation, allowing Pentecostal communities to adapt practices, reconfigure authority, and 

assert cultural relevance. Mugambi’s work situates African digital religion as a dynamic and 

contextually embedded phenomenon in which local traditions intersect with global 

influences, urban youth culture, and technological innovation. By highlighting how 

Pentecostal actors strategically employ digital media to engage followers and construct 

religious meaning, Mugambi underscores the participatory, adaptive, and locally rooted 

dimensions of African digital religion. His research affirms that technology adoption is 

socially situated, culturally negotiated, and instrumental in shaping religious identity, 

authority, and community in contemporary African contexts. 

 

Religious Authority in Digital Religion 

Religious authority has long been a fundamental concept in religious studies, traditionally 

understood as the legitimate power or influence that religious leaders and institutions exercise 

over their communities (Cheong 2022, 93). However, the emergence and expansion of digital 
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religion have disrupted and transformed established notions of authority. Media and digital 

platforms have introduced new modalities through which religious authority is expressed, 

negotiated, and contested. This section offers a comprehensive analysis of religious authority 

in digital religion, particularly focusing on Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches (PCCs) in 

Africa, where the use of digital media significantly reconfigures traditional authority 

structures. 

 

The Fluidity of Religious Authority in Digital Contexts 

A critical starting point for understanding religious authority in digital religion is recognising 

its inherently fluid nature. Cheong (2022) argues that “religious authority does not have a 

fixed meaning or understanding” (93), highlighting that the digital age creates a space where 

authority is “contested and everchanging.” This fluidity reflects the decentralisation enabled 

by digital media, where authority is no longer vested solely in institutional hierarchies but is 

negotiated through interactions on online platforms. Campbell (2023b, 82) reinforces this by 

introducing the concept of “shifting authority,” noting that “religious authority in the digital 

age moves away from traditional institutional settings to online platforms.” This movement is 

not a simple displacement but an expansion that involves both contestation and adaptation, as 

traditional religious institutions seek to maintain relevance by “embracing digital media to 

empower and challenge the freedom non-traditional groups such as PCCs exercise online” 

(Campbell 2023b, 85). Thus, digital religion embodies a dynamic interplay where authority is 

simultaneously inherited, contested, and reconstructed in new spaces. 

 

Cheong’s (2022, 97) conceptualisation of religious authority as a “two-way street” further 

nuance this understanding. Authority is manifested by religious organisations and leaders but 

is only actualised when followers acknowledge and accept it. In digital contexts, this 

reciprocal relationship becomes more visible and interactive, as followers engage directly 

with religious content and leaders via social media and other platforms. This interaction 

redefines authority from a top-down imposition to a negotiated, participatory process. 

Therefore, authority in digital religion is multifaceted, adapting continuously to technological 

affordances and social expectations (Cheong 2022, 96). 
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Charismatic Authority in Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches and Digital Media 

A distinctive form of religious authority closely linked to Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches 

(PCCs) is charismatic authority, which Max Weber originally defined as the power derived 

from the perceived extraordinary qualities or personal magnetism of religious leaders 

(Baffelli et al. 2019, 7). Charismatic authority is distinguished from traditional or institutional 

authority because it depends on the personal qualities, spiritual efficacy, and perceived divine 

connection of the leader rather than on formal office or lineage. In the context of digital 

religion, this form of authority gains amplified expression through media technologies, which 

allow religious leaders to project influence far beyond their physical congregations and 

temporal limitations. Unlike conventional authority structures, charismatic authority in PCCs 

is performative, relational, and highly responsive to audience reception. Media technologies, 

including social media, video content, billboards, and merchandise, serve as platforms 

through which leaders perform charisma, maintain visibility, and shape public perception. 

These digital and media-mediated strategies are central to understanding how Pentecostal 

leaders assert influence in contemporary African religious landscapes, aligning closely with 

research on how digital media reshapes religious authority, identity, and community. 

 

Meyer (2005) offers a significant example from Ghana, illustrating how PCCs strategically 

appropriate movie theatres and cinemas as public spaces for projecting charismatic authority. 

According to Meyer (2005), “giant screen projections of sermons and religious leaders inside 

cinemas create a compelling public spectacle” that extends the leader’s presence into urban 

social spaces (303). This deployment of cinematic media transforms the leader into a visible 

and almost larger-than-life figure, reinforcing their perceived spiritual power. The Accra 

Olympia cinema is identified as a prominent example where PCCs assert organisational 

presence and embed religious authority within everyday urban life. Meyer (2005) observes 

that “video technology exudes not only charm but powerful influence, embedding the 

leader’s charisma within both the public imagination and physical social spaces” (304). This 

strategy exemplifies how charismatic authority is not confined to private worship but is 

actively performed in public arenas, creating collective recognition and social legitimacy. By 

extending the leader’s persona through audiovisual media, PCCs simultaneously consolidate 

authority, foster communal participation, and cultivate an aspirational image of spiritual 

efficacy that resonates with both local and global audiences. Meyer’s findings demonstrate 

that digital and visual media are integral in shaping the perception and enactment of 
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charismatic authority, highlighting the intersection between spatial, technological, and 

spiritual dimensions in African Pentecostalism. 

 

In Nigeria, Ukah (2018) analyses how PCCs utilise billboards and other static visual media to 

communicate charismatic authority in public spaces. He coins the term “pictorial 

loudspeaker” to describe these billboards, emphasising that their “bright, colourful, and 

personalized imagery speaks loudly and theatrically to passersby” (Ukah 2018, 188). Unlike 

traditional print communication, these billboards are performative spaces where leadership is 

enacted visually and symbolically, reinforcing both recognition and influence. Ukah (2018) 

argues that billboards function as persistent public reminders of the leader’s spiritual presence 

and societal significance, noting that they transform urban landscapes into sites of religious 

spectacle: “Billboards articulate charisma through visual rhetoric, signalling divine favour 

and spiritual potency to a broad audience” (191). In this sense, charismatic authority is not 

only mediated by physical presence but is extended through symbolic representation, 

enabling leaders to maintain visibility even outside direct congregational encounters. This 

strategy shows that media technologies are active instruments in negotiating authority and 

establishing relational influence, thereby shaping both individual and collective perceptions 

of spiritual leadership. 

 

Kuponu (2015) expands on this understanding by examining the circulation of tangible media 

artifacts, such as merchandise, books, CDs, and cups, within the Nigerian PCC context. 

Kuponu (2015) observes that these items serve as material embodiments of charismatic 

authority, noting that “through the circulation of media artifacts, leaders project spiritual 

authority into everyday life, allowing followers to maintain a mediated relationship with their 

charisma” (76). Such commodification signals a diversification in the ways in which 

authority is expressed, extending beyond speech and ritual performance into objects that 

followers can interact with continuously. These material emblems of charisma reinforce 

devotion, facilitate identity formation, and embed the leader’s influence in the lived 

experience of adherents. This approach demonstrates the adaptive nature of charismatic 

authority in digital and media-saturated environments, where physical, visual, and virtual 

media intersect to sustain relational and performative power. Kuponu’s analysis indicates that 

charismatic authority is multidimensional and increasingly mediated, highlighting how PCCs 

creatively deploy both tangible and digital media to sustain influence, visibility, and 

legitimacy. 
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Together, these studies illustrate the ingenuity and adaptability of PCCs in deploying diverse 

media to construct and disseminate charismatic authority. Whether through cinematic 

spectacle, public visual displays, or branded merchandise, media technologies function as 

tools for extending spiritual influence, fostering communal recognition, and negotiating 

authority in both local and transnational contexts. Charismatic authority, as demonstrated in 

Ghanaian and Nigerian examples, is performative, relational, and contextually mediated, 

contingent on the leader’s ability to leverage media platforms effectively. These examples 

underscore the dynamic interplay between technological affordances, cultural practices, and 

religious leadership. They highlight how digital and media-mediated spaces enable PCCs to 

consolidate authority, maintain social presence, and engage followers in participatory forms 

of religious practice. Moreover, these studies reveal that the performance of charismatic 

authority is not static; it is continually adapted to emerging media landscapes, audience 

expectations, and urban social environments. This perspective aligns with broader trends in 

African Pentecostalism, where the intersection of religion, media, and technology produces 

novel forms of authority, identity, and community formation. By examining how charismatic 

authority is enacted, mediated, and circulated, this research study situates PCCs within the 

evolving landscape of African digital religion, providing insights into the transformative role 

of media in shaping religious authority. 

 

Media as a Vehicle for Mediating Religious Authority 

Beyond charismatic authority, the broader dissemination of religious authority via media and 

social media platforms is a vital area of scholarly attention. PCCs leverage diverse media to 

extend their influence and communicate authority both within and beyond their immediate 

congregations. 

 

Pype (2018) examines small PCC communities, such as Brother Raphael’s Catholic centre in 

Ghana, which relies on low-cost, self-produced media like leaflets and postcards to assert 

religious authority locally. Pype (2018) notes that these “small media outlets function as 

strategic tools for authority dissemination within resource-constrained contexts” (219). This 

approach exemplifies how digital and print media serve as practical means for religious 

leaders to cultivate direct relationships with followers. 
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Kamate (2009) explores how PCCs in Congo employ videos and recordings to maintain 

authority at the individual level. He describes how a follower perceives the authority of Sony 

Kafuta, a religious leader, through his active engagement, including “answering phone calls 

and maintaining presence in believers’ homes” (Kamate 2009, 162). This use of media 

facilitates an ongoing, intimate connection that reinforces the leader’s authority beyond the 

physical church space. 

 

Meyer (2005) also highlights how PCCs in Ghana utilise more symbolic forms of authority 

sharing, such as distributing bumper stickers bearing church logos. This practice allows 

followers to affiliate themselves visibly with the church, extending authority through public 

display: “In the competitive religious landscape of Accra, these small tokens are powerful 

assertions of ecclesiastical presence” (Meyer 2005, 304). 

 

Social media’s role in sharing and regulating religious authority is particularly significant in 

African PCCs. Frahm-Arp (2018) discusses how South African PCCs use Twitter to project 

an “upbeat, accessible image,” where leaders like Pastor André Olivier “directly regulate 

their own religious authority online” (269). This self-regulation enables leaders to craft their 

public persona and communicate authoritatively without intermediaries. 

 

Hackett’s (2009b) analysis of Nigeria’s Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG) website 

further illustrates digital authority construction. The RCCG asserts its status by “displaying 

growth statistics and membership information,” signalling institutional legitimacy and 

expansion to online visitors (Hackett 2009b, 126). Similarly, Thinane (2022) shows how the 

Apostolic Faith Mission of South Africa used Facebook during the COVID-19 pandemic to 

communicate regulatory compliance and “demonstrate organizational control over worship 

practices” (191). These examples illustrate how digital media enable PCCs to actively project 

authority, manage their public image, and negotiate their influence within rapidly changing 

social environments. 

 

Religious Identity in Digital Religion 

Religious identity has gained increasing importance in the study of digital religion, as media 

and social media reshape how individuals construct, express, and negotiate their religious 

self-understanding and sense of belonging. This section explores religious identity in digital 
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contexts with particular focus on how Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches in Africa actively 

shape religious identity through the digital content they distribute. Such an exploration 

deepens understanding of the role PCCs play in digital religion, where digital technologies 

intersect with cultural practices and individual self-concepts. 

 

Campbell (2023d) provides a key framework for understanding religious identity as “the set 

of beliefs, practices, and values that define a person’s relationship with their religion” (104). 

She argues (2023d) that religious identity in the digital era is no longer confined to physical 

church settings but is “shared and seen online,” enabling individuals to access information 

and “find new methods to present and understand themselves” (109). Furthermore, Campbell 

(2023d) highlights that religious identity is “not a fixed or structured identity” but one that 

“uses social media and media to construct and reconstruct itself continuously” (111). This 

ongoing reconstruction is possible because digital spaces are inherently fluid and open to 

constant transformation, meaning that “the information that shapes religious identity is 

always evolving” (Campbell 2023d, 106). Religious identity in digital religion is therefore 

dynamic and adaptive as individuals engage with and reshape their religious selfhood in 

response to new content and community interactions. 

 

Lövheim and Lundmark (2022) offer a complementary perspective that highlights both 

personal and social dimensions of religious identity formation in digital spaces. They propose 

(2022) that religious identity develops when an individual “develops an understanding of 

themselves in relation to the religious information and practices they encounter” (65). This is 

an interactive process, because online religious communities and organisations act as a 

“soundboard” where individuals seek “approval or acceptance” for their emerging identities 

(Lövheim et al. 2022, 61). They emphasise that digital religious identities have been 

especially valuable for religious minorities or marginalised groups, who often find 

affirmation and community online that might be absent in wider society. In this way digital 

religion offers platforms for identity construction that resist dominant societal pressures and 

create spaces for alternative religious self-understandings to flourish (Lövheim et al. 2022, 

67). 

 

The relationship between religious identity and community is also emphasised by Tsuria 

(2022) who states that “individuals identify with online communities that reflect and 

reinforce their religious identity” and that these communities “are selective in the messages 
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they promote because these messages constitute their collective identity” (167). This 

indicates that individuals will affiliate with religious groups, whether online or in-person 

when these communities resonate with their self-understood identity. Conversely, the absence 

of relatable content or shared values may discourage affiliation. Thus, religious identity in 

digital religion is not merely personal but is continuously negotiated within collective 

networks that shape boundaries of belonging and participation. 

 

In the African context, Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches have played a significant role in 

shaping religious identity through strategic use of digital and media platforms. Meyer’s 2005 

study of Pentecostalism in Ghana shows that, in a media-rich and democratic society, PCCs 

have shifted from focusing primarily on sermons aligned with governmental cultural policies 

to actively sharing information that promotes their organisational identity and values (Meyer 

2005, 300, 309). This shift reflects broader secularisation trends within PCCs enabled by 

increased media access which allows churches to “share more content that relates directly to 

their identity and community concerns” (Meyer 2005, 309). 

 

Gunner’s (2018) research on the Shembe Church in South Africa provides a concrete 

example of media shaping religious identity. She explains (2018) how the Sowetan 

newspaper coverage of Phakama Shembe’s church highlighted its “social outreach to 

marginalized groups” (188), thereby constructing an identity for the church as a caring 

community committed to “those rejected by society” (192). This media portrayal influences 

both internal and external perceptions of the church’s identity, affecting how followers and 

observers understand it. 

 

Degbe (2019) and Obadare (2022) provide complementary insights into how African 

Pentecostal and Charismatic churches use media and symbolism to construct religious 

identity and authority in digitally mediated contexts. Degbe highlights the centrality of 

iconography, noting that churches deploy visual symbols such as crosses, globes, flames, and 

doves on billboards, posters, and banners to communicate theological messages while 

simultaneously shaping collective perceptions of the faith community. He observes (2019) 

that these images function as “visual rhetoric, signalling divine favour and spiritual potency 

to a broad audience” (191), underscoring their performative power in public spaces. By 

framing social and spiritual realities through these symbols, congregants are able to interpret 

their daily experiences within a religious framework, cultivating a shared sense of identity 
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and belonging. In digital contexts, these iconographic strategies are extended through social 

media, church websites, and other online platforms, enabling the dissemination of religious 

messages beyond physical worship spaces. This circulation fosters networked communities 

where local religious identities intersect with global modes of engagement, demonstrating 

how digital religion facilitates both the performance and negotiation of faith-based identity. 

Degbe’s analysis reveals that media, whether physical or digital, operates as a tool for both 

visibility and relational influence, embedding charismatic and theological authority within the 

lived experiences of followers. 

 

Obadare (2022) expands on this by emphasising the role of charismatic pastors in shaping 

religious identity and authority through mediated interactions. He argues (2022) that 

Pentecostal leaders in Nigeria occupy positions of significant social and cultural influence, 

observing that “Pentecostal pastors enjoy unprecedented authority in contemporary Nigerian 

society, exerting significant influence on politics, public policy, popular culture, and the 

moral imagination” (41). This authority is not static but is constantly negotiated through 

interactions with congregants, both in physical and digital spaces. Online platforms such as 

social media, livestreamed sermons, and church websites allow pastors to communicate 

guidance, address societal issues, and reinforce spiritual norms in real time, effectively 

extending their influence into followers’ everyday lives. By mediating authority through these 

platforms, pastors shape how congregants interpret spiritual and social realities, encouraging 

participation, reflection, and engagement that inform personal and collective religious 

identity. Obadare’s work highlights that digital media amplifies the relational and 

performative aspects of charismatic authority, enabling pastors to cultivate a sense of 

community while maintaining visibility and relevance in dynamic sociopolitical contexts. 

 

In contrast to these social and economic emphases, Hackett (2009b) explores religious 

identity through the lens of sacredness with Mountain Faith and Miracles Ministries. Hackett 

(2009b) explains that this PCC’s online sermons and videos focus on “the process of being 

and becoming sacred” (122), encouraging followers to reflect on spiritual transformation. 

Such content shape’s religious identity by inviting individuals to “think deeply about sacred 

practices and how these define their relationship with the divine and the community” 

(Hackett 2009b, 126). Thus, PCCs selectively curate digital content to influence not only 

social and economic aspects of identity but also spiritual self-conceptions. 
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Religious Community in Digital Religion 

This section examines the concept of religious community within the context of digital 

religion with particular emphasis on the mediating role of digital and social media. It explores 

how digital platforms have transformed the traditional understanding of religious community 

by facilitating new forms of connection and belonging beyond physical boundaries. The 

discussion begins by defining religious community and then moves to how Pentecostal-

Charismatic Churches in Africa utilise media to form and sustain these communities in digital 

spaces. 

 

Campbell (2023c) conceptualises online religious communities as “networked communities” 

emphasising that community in digital religion transcends the physical church building and 

extends into the virtual platforms that religious organisations employ (16). This concept of a 

networked community indicates that religious community is fundamentally about creating 

social relationships through the internet and social media (Campbell 2023c, 18). Campbell 

(2023c) further explains that such digital communities “create connections and relationships 

that exist outside the confines of established traditional religious institutions” (21). These 

networked communities thus challenge and “break down barriers erected by traditional 

religious institutions” allowing for a more fluid and expansive understanding of religious 

belonging. Campbell and Sheldon (2022) reinforce this in arguing that shared beliefs and a 

familiar voice “remain the foundation for these emerging online communities” (79). This 

illustrates that although digital religious communities may lack physical proximity, they are 

still deeply rooted in shared identity and mutual recognition. 

 

Moreover, the geographical limitations that once constrained religious communities have 

been substantially overcome by media technologies. Meyer’s research in Ghana (2005) notes 

that social media enables Pentecostal churches to “transcend locational and geographical 

boundaries” thus allowing religious communities to form and function across vast distances 

(303). This connectivity fosters a sense of belonging not bound by physical space but 

mediated through digital networks. Benyah (2018) adds that churches have capitalised on this 

shift by “creating distinctive brands through social media and media platforms” which help 

potential adherents identify and align themselves with communities that resonate with their 

beliefs and values (241). Consequently, religious communities are increasingly understood as 
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relational and dynamic networks fostered through media, rather than solely as fixed 

congregations centred in particular locations. 

 

Within Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches specifically, media and social media serve crucial 

roles in mediating community and offering inclusion, particularly for marginalised or socially 

excluded individuals. Gunner (2018) notes that PCCs such as the Shembe Church provide “a 

sense of belonging for marginalized people who might otherwise be isolated” (188). 

Although the church itself may not actively promote this sense of community, “public media 

coverage in newspapers helps extend this message to a wider audience” thereby amplifying 

the church’s social impact. Ukah’s (2018) ethnographic work in Nigeria reveals the emotional 

dimension of community construction by examining how the Redeemed Christian Church of 

God engages followers through visual media such as billboards (189). Ukah (2018) explains 

that “human emotions are deeply connected to religious experience” and the RCCG’s use of 

emotionally evocative images “helps individuals relate their personal experiences to the Bible 

and the church community” (192). In this way, media connects people not only spatially but 

also emotionally, building affective ties that constitute community. 

 

Further emphasising media’s role in fostering religious community during times of physical 

separation, Thinane (2022) studies the use of Facebook by the Full Gospel Church of God 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Thinane (2022) argues that social media platforms provided 

followers “with reassurance that they were not alone despite social isolation” (187). By 

regularly communicating and sharing updates, the church maintained a sense of community 

care and presence even when in-person gatherings were impossible (Thinane 2022, 191). This 

use of social media for sustaining community is echoed by Bvuma (2022), who observes that 

Facebook facilitates active interaction among believers through posts, comments, and sharing 

of content which “creates a vibrant space for community formation and engagement” (170). 

Such digital interactions encourage relational bonds and mutual support among users, thus 

reinforcing communal ties. 

 

In summary, the literature outlined above underscores the point that religious community in 

digital religion is a mediated, relational, and dynamic phenomenon. It is shaped through 

media and social media which break down traditional institutional and geographic barriers 

and create new spaces for belonging and identity. Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches in Africa 

utilise these platforms not only to connect dispersed followers but also to reach marginalised 
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populations and build emotionally resonant communities. These mediated communities foster 

social connection and spiritual belonging in ways that transform and expand traditional 

notions of religious community. 

 

Conclusion  

The literature reviewed shows a clear connection between Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches 

and media in the African context. It highlights how these churches engage with media and 

social media to navigate rules and create public images of their organisations. A key focus is 

the important role played by digital media in shaping modern religious practice, often called 

digital religion. 

 

Three main themes emerge in this research: religious authority, identity, and community. 

First, Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches use media platforms to express and share 

charismatic authority, reinforcing leadership through different forms of media. Second, these 

churches shape religious identity by sharing information that helps individuals form and 

change their religious sense of self online. Third, media and social media help build and 

maintain religious communities by creating connections that go beyond physical places and 

traditional institutions, providing a sense of belonging and shared experience. 

 

These themes are closely linked within digital religion, where media acts as the tool through 

which authority is shown, identities are made, and communities are supported. This study 

will examine the social media and website of the case study to see how authority, identity, 

and community are expressed through digital media. This research will add to the growing 

field of digital religion by showing how Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches use digital media 

to shape religious life in Africa today.  
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Chapter 3 –Theoretical Framing 
 

Introduction 

This chapter outlines the theoretical framing used to analyse how digital media is engaged by 

Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches (PCCs), focusing on View Church Tygerberg Hills as a 

case study. The primary conceptual tool guiding this study is Heidi Campbell’s Religious-

Social Shaping of Technology (RSST) framework, which offers a structured yet flexible 

model for understanding the reciprocal relationship between religion and technology. RSST 

challenges technological determinism by asserting that religious communities do not 

passively adopt media technologies but actively negotiate their use based on theological 

values, historical context, institutional dynamics, and communal identity (Campbell 2016, 

20). This approach is particularly suitable for African PCCs, where media practices are 

shaped by a mix of postcolonial histories, state regulation, denominational culture, and socio-

economic realities. 

 

The chapter begins by discussing RSST’s four key components: history and tradition, core 

values, processes of media engagement, and communal representation, illustrating how each 

relates to the study’s central themes of authority, identity, and community. These components 

are then critically examined and contextualised using empirical studies of African 

Pentecostalism, drawing on scholars such as Frahm-Arp, Hackett, Togarasei, Thinane, and 

Pype. In addition, the chapter applies case studies from African Christian and Pentecostal-

Charismatic contexts to the RSST theoretical framework, in line with the supporting 

frameworks outlined in Chapter 2. While RSST provides a useful framework for analysing 

the interplay between religion and technology, the chapter also addresses its limitations, 

particularly its underdevelopment and Western focus. The underdevelopment of RSST in the 

African context refers to its insufficient adaptation to the technological, social, and cultural 

realities of African religious communities. In contrast, African Pentecostal churches 

frequently rely on hybrid, low-cost, and locally adapted media strategies, including mobile 

video screenings, WhatsApp networks, community radio, and informal online broadcasting. 

These practices reflect the creativity and resourcefulness of religious actors who negotiate 

authority, identity, and communal engagement in contexts marked by limited resources and 

sociopolitical constraints. Moreover, RSST’s original formulation insufficiently accounts for 
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the colonial histories, local epistemologies, and community-oriented values that shape 

African digital religion, which influence both how technology is appropriated and how 

religious meaning is communicated. Addressing this underdevelopment is therefore essential 

for developing a framework that is contextually relevant, capturing the dynamic, 

participatory, and socially embedded nature of African digital religious practice. Through this 

revised application, the study aims to provide a grounded and nuanced interpretation of how 

the View Church engages with digital platforms to mediate religious meaning, express 

communal values, and maintain its public presence in an African Pentecostal context. 

 

Religious Social Shaping of Technology 

Heidi A. Campbell’s Religious-Social Shaping of Technology (RSST) framework offers a 

robust and nuanced approach to examining how religious communities engage with digital 

technologies. Introduced in her chapter “Exploring Religious Community Online: We Are 

One in the Network” (Campbell 2005), RSST challenges technological determinism by 

arguing that religious groups are not passive consumers of media but active agents who shape 

digital tools in ways that reflect their theological values and social contexts. Campbell (2005) 

explains that “religious groups are not passive recipients of technology; instead, they actively 

shape and are shaped by technological tools in ways consistent with their faith traditions” 

(210), highlighting the reciprocal nature of engagement. This perspective positions 

technology not as a neutral medium but as a space of negotiation and co-construction, where 

religious practice and digital tools mutually influence each other. As Campbell (2005) further 

elaborates, “The social shaping of technology is a two-way process: technology influences 

religious practice, but religion also influences technology use and development” (212). RSST 

therefore provides a framework for understanding how religious communities negotiate their 

engagement with digital media in ways that reflect their beliefs, traditions, and communal 

priorities. 

 

Central to RSST is its four-layered framework, which enables a comprehensive analysis of 

how religious communities engage with media: the history and tradition of the group, core 

beliefs and values, negotiation of new technologies, and communal framing of technology 

use. This structure is particularly well suited to examining the View Church Tygerberg Hills, 

the focus of this study, as it addresses how religious communities interpret and adapt digital 

technologies within their institutional and theological contexts. Campbell (2005) emphasises 
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that “religious actors interpret and adapt technologies based on their doctrinal and ritual 

needs, resulting in unique technological adaptations” (215). Using RSST as an analytical lens 

allows this research to explore how View Church employs digital platforms to embody its 

Pentecostal ethos, mediate religious meaning, and foster communal participation in ways that 

reflect both tradition and innovation. 

 

RSST also facilitates an exploration of how digital platforms become spaces where religious 

authority and identity are articulated and negotiated. Campbell (2005) states: “Digital 

platforms become arenas where religious authority is both contested and reaffirmed, and 

where communal identity is expressed and transformed” (218). This insight is particularly 

relevant in analysing how Pentecostal churches in Africa, such as View Church, strategically 

utilise digital media for self-representation and leadership articulation. These practices are 

shaped by theological and cultural priorities that guide digital engagement, allowing the 

RSST framework to support a contextualised analysis rooted in the community’s own 

religious worldview. 

 

Scholars such as Christopher Helland (2005) and Mia Lövheim (2011) have extended and 

complemented RSST by highlighting the active role of religious actors in shaping online 

environments. Helland’s work distinguishes between religion online and online religion, 

echoing Campbell’s emphasis on negotiated engagement with technology. He explains (2005) 

that “religion online presents information about religion in… a controlled environment,” 

whereas “online religion provides an interactive religious environment for the web 

practitioner” (1). This typology reinforces the idea that religious communities structure their 

digital presence in ways that align with institutional needs and ritual practices. Furthermore, 

Helland’s (2007) research on diaspora communities demonstrates how early digital spaces 

were used to “develop significant network connections among each other and also to their 

place of origins” (960), illustrating how technology can facilitate new forms of religious 

connection and identity. 

 

Mia Lövheim applies RSST in conjunction with mediatisation theory to explore how young 

people in European Lutheran contexts construct religious identity in media-saturated 

environments. She notes (Lövheim 2012) that “media is a more frequent arena than family 

and church for contacts with religious ideas and values” (151), underscoring the increasing 

role of media in religious socialisation. Lövheim introduces the concept of “religious media 
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literacy” to describe the skills and interpretive practices that enable individuals to critically 

engage with media when negotiating religious ideas and identity. As she explains (2012), it 

involves “the ability to interpret, evaluate, and use media content to make sense of religious 

ideas and values” (152). Her work highlights how identity is continually formed through 

interaction with media, aligning with Campbell’s observation (2005) that “religious 

communities reshape their identity through digital platforms” (218). 

 

Tim Hutchings (2017), in Creating Church Online: Ritual, Community and New Media, 

further supports RSST by examining how Christian communities construct digital ritual and 

theological spaces. He shows that online churches design their media environments to reflect 

values, doctrines, and leadership structures, describing these spaces as “third spaces” where 

worship, fellowship, and authority are negotiated. Hutchings’ analysis demonstrates how 

digital architecture can mediate religious meaning and community formation, providing 

practical insight into how RSST operates in contemporary Christian contexts and informing 

this study’s analysis of View Church Tygerberg Hills. 

 

This study adopts RSST because of its detailed structure and relevance to the core themes of 

this research: religious authority, identity, and community. The framework’s first layer, which 

examines religious history and tradition, provides insight into how understandings of 

leadership and institutional heritage influence media use. The second and third layers, 

focusing on beliefs and negotiation, offer a lens to examine how communities shape their 

public image and internal sense of belonging. The fourth layer, communal framing, is 

particularly useful for analysing how digital platforms are used to sustain community, express 

shared values, and engage wider audiences. 

 

Although RSST offers a well-structured analytical lens, it remains relatively underdeveloped 

within the broader scholarship on digital religion. Campbell’s explanation in later works (e.g., 

2016) is comparatively brief and lacks the extensive empirical grounding found in theories 

such as mediatisation. This presents both a challenge and an opportunity for further research. 

As Campbell (2016) notes, “Further research is needed to refine RSST and explore its 

implications in diverse religious contexts” (20). This study therefore seeks not only to apply 

RSST but also to contribute to its development by examining its relevance within Pentecostal 

contexts in South Africa. By focusing on View Church, the research demonstrates how RSST 
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can provide a nuanced understanding of how digital technologies are adopted, negotiated, and 

shaped in ways that align with specific religious and cultural values. 

 

Historical understanding 

According to Campbell (2016), the second step of the Religious-Social Shaping of 

Technology (RSST) framework requires scholars to develop a contextual understanding of a 

religious community prior to evaluating its digital practices. Campbell (2016) argues that 

such context is essential because “different Pentecostal Charismatic Church (PCC) 

communities started in different ways, which impacts how the community operates and 

perceives itself” (20). This foundational knowledge extends beyond mere historical 

recounting; it also includes insight into how the community constructs its theological identity, 

exercises authority, and engages with sacred texts. The following section provides a synthesis 

of how various scholars working within African Pentecostal contexts have undertaken this 

kind of contextual framing. It focuses specifically on four analytical categories: historical 

grounding, community construction, religious authority, and textual engagement. 

 

Historical Grounding 

Gunner’s (2018) study of the Shembe Church provides a nuanced historical analysis that is 

essential for understanding the complexities of authority and community within African 

Pentecostal contexts. This historical perspective is particularly relevant for applying RSST, as 

it highlights how local institutional practices are shaped by ongoing negotiations of power 

and legitimacy. The Shembe Church, founded by Isaiah Shembe in 1910, has undergone 

significant transformations, particularly following Shembe’s death in 1935. Gunner (2018) 

explains that “conflicts over leadership legitimacy gave rise to multiple branches of the 

Shembe movement,” each with distinct theological and institutional identities (188). By 

foregrounding this fragmentation, we can see how RSST concepts of relational authority and 

institutional adaptation operate in practice, informing both the church’s current structure and 

community dynamics. 

 

The succession disputes within the Shembe Church underscore the intricate interplay between 

religious authority and institutional governance. Gunner’s analysis reveals that these conflicts 

were not solely about leadership positions but also about the interpretation and preservation 

of doctrinal purity and communal identity. The emergence of various factions within the 
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Shembe movement reflects a broader trend in African Pentecostalism, where the negotiation 

of authority often leads to the diversification of religious expressions and practices. 

 

In relation to this study, Gunner’s work offers a foundational understanding of how historical 

events shape contemporary religious landscapes. By examining the Shembe Church’s history, 

this research can contextualise the digital practices of African Pentecostal churches, 

recognising that online platforms are not just technological tools but are deeply embedded in 

the historical and socio-political contexts of these communities. Thus, Gunner’s historical 

contextualisation serves as a critical lens through which the digital engagement of African 

Pentecostal churches can be analysed, acknowledging the complexities of authority, identity, 

and community in the digital age. 

 

Frahm-Arp’s (2018) research delves into the socio-demographic profiles of urban Pentecostal 

churches in South Africa, such as Grace Bible Church, Rivers of Joy Church, and His People 

Church. This analysis is directly relevant for understanding how RSST can be operationalised 

at the local level, as demographic and socio-economic factors shape relational and structural 

dynamics within these churches’ digital practices. By mapping their demographic, economic, 

and racial compositions, Frahm-Arp provides insights into how these factors influence the 

churches’ digital practices and outreach strategies. For instance, she notes that Grace Bible 

Church’s senior pastor, Bishop Mosa Sono, has over 28,400 followers on Twitter, indicating 

not only his personal reach but also the church’s socio-political influence (Frahm-Arp 2018, 

258). Similarly, the predominantly white and middle-class demographic of Rivers of Joy 

Church demonstrates how audience composition informs the church’s digital identity and 

RSST-relevant relational strategies (Frahm-Arp 2018, 263). 

 

These socio-demographic insights are crucial for interpreting the theological and 

communicative logics that underpin the churches’ online activities. Frahm-Arp’s analysis 

suggests that the churches’ digital engagements are not merely reflections of theological 

beliefs but are also strategies influenced by their demographic contexts. This perspective 

aligns with the view that digital platforms serve as arenas where religious authority and 

community are negotiated, shaped by the socio-economic and racial backgrounds of the 

congregants. 
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In the context of this research, Frahm-Arp’s work provides a framework for analysing how 

the socio-demographic characteristics of a church influence its digital presence and practices. 

By examining the digital strategies of African Pentecostal churches through the lens of socio-

demographic analysis, this study can uncover the ways in which digital platforms are utilised 

to negotiate authority, identity, and community in specific socio-cultural contexts. Thus, 

Frahm-Arp’s socio-demographic approach offers valuable insights into the intersection of 

religion, technology, and society in urban African Pentecostal settings. 

 

Conceptions of Community 

Campbell (2016) also identifies “community” as a central theme to examine in the RSST 

framework. Different PCCs conceptualise community in diverse ways, which in turn affects 

how they use digital platforms. Gunner (2018), for instance, shows how the Shembe Church 

cultivates community primarily through offline, embodied practices such as healing rituals 

and rural outreach. She describes (2018) how “the church’s efforts to care for the sick, offer 

social support, and lead rituals in marginalized communities are central to how it defines 

itself as a community” (188). This model of community does not rely on digital mediation; 

rather, it is grounded in shared cultural and geographic identities. 

 

Afolabi and Oderinde (2024) examine how Pentecostal churches in Nigeria actively construct 

religious community through a range of digital platforms. This study provides a clear 

illustration of how RSST can be operationalised at the local level, as it highlights the 

relational and structural mechanisms churches use to mediate authority, participation, and 

collective belonging online. Churches such as the Redeemed Christian Church of God and 

Living Faith Church use Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube, and WhatsApp to maintain 

engagement and foster communal identity. The authors note that “Facebook and Instagram 

are used to share sermons, inspirational messages, and updates on church events, creating 

spaces for congregants to interact and participate in communal life” (Afolabi and Oderinde 

2024, 1189). From an RSST perspective, these platforms function as relational arenas where 

authority is negotiated, and collective practices are reinforced. Similarly, YouTube facilitates 

access to full-length sermons and worship sessions, extending religious authority and 

spiritual participation beyond physical spaces. WhatsApp groups are employed for prayer 

chains, discussion, and the circulation of religious materials, enabling members to negotiate 

their spiritual lives collectively. The study also highlights challenges, particularly disparities 
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in media literacy, which can influence how congregants interpret and respond to religious 

content. Afolabi and Oderinde (2024) observe that “differences in media literacy among 

church members affect their ability to discern credible messages and participate meaningfully 

in digital religious life” (1192). Overall, these examples demonstrate how Nigerian 

Pentecostal churches adapt digital technologies in ways that RSST would describe as 

participatory and relational, showing that online engagement is both structured and 

negotiated. Moreover, the study emphasises that digital platforms are not merely tools for 

communication but constitute integral arenas where religious identity, authority, and 

communal values are enacted and reinforced in contemporary African Pentecostalism. 

 

Constructions of Religious Authority 

Digital platforms have become central sites for the construction and negotiation of pastoral 

authority within African Pentecostal contexts. Frahm-Arp (2018) provides a detailed 

examination of Rivers of Joy Church in urban South Africa, focusing on the online presence 

of its lead pastor, Andre Olivier. She observes that “his personal Twitter account functions as 

both a spiritual and motivational platform, where he shares teachings like ‘Life by Design’ 

that reflect his theological stance and leadership style” (Frahm-Arp 2018, 264). Olivier’s use 

of Twitter illustrates how pastoral authority is extended into digital spaces, enabling followers 

to engage directly with teachings in a more intimate and continuous manner than 

conventional pulpit interactions allow, which from an RSST perspective shows how relational 

mechanisms on social media, such as replies, retweets, and comments, both reinforce and 

transform pastoral authority into a negotiated form (Frahm-Arp 2018, 265). Frahm-Arp 

further emphasises that digital pastoral authority is shaped by socio-cultural and demographic 

factors. Rivers of Joy Church, described as “predominantly white and middle class” (Frahm-

Arp 2018, 263), curates content that aligns with the values and lived experiences of its 

audience, demonstrating that RSST’s relational and contextual dimensions are essential for 

understanding how authority is enacted online. Olivier’s strategic use of hashtags, 

motivational threads, and multimedia content exemplifies a hybrid form of leadership that 

combines traditional pastoral authority with digital interactivity (Frahm-Arp 2018, 266). The 

case of Rivers of Joy Church demonstrates that digital pastoral authority in African 

Pentecostalism is performative, relational, and adaptive, providing a useful lens for 

examining how The View Church Tygerberg Hills cultivates and communicates pastoral 

authority through its digital platforms. 
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In Nigerian Pentecostalism, religious authority is often constructed and maintained through 

tangible media products, allowing church leaders to exert influence beyond the physical 

congregation. Kuponu (2015) examines the Living Faith Worship Chapel and observes that 

“CDs, DVDs, and other media items bearing sermons and teachings are distributed widely, 

allowing church leaders to maintain a presence in the daily lives of their followers” (84). 

These media items serve as instruments of mediated authority, embedding pastoral influence 

into followers’ routines and facilitating continuous engagement with religious teachings, 

which from an RSST perspective illustrates how relational and structural mechanisms operate 

beyond immediate congregational settings. By circulating sermons and instructional content, 

church leaders ensure that spiritual guidance and theological instruction remain accessible, 

reinforcing hierarchical structures while accommodating the realities of dispersed 

congregations. Kuponu highlights the performative and symbolic aspects of these media 

artifacts, showing that authority is not only communicated but enacted through material 

forms. Sermons are often professionally produced, incorporating audiovisual techniques that 

emphasise the pastor’s charisma and credibility. Branded logos, images of church leaders, 

and scriptural references reinforce the legitimacy of religious authority and cultivate a 

recognisable identity for the church (Kuponu 2015, 86). Such material strategies extend 

leadership presence into homes and community spaces, providing a clear example of how 

RSST can be applied to analyse the relational and performative dimensions of digital and 

physical media in sustaining pastoral authority. 

 

Besides these Pentecostal examples, Catholic digital practices also illustrate how religious 

authority is visually mediated to maintain traditional structures online. Altenhofen (2022) 

observes that members of the clergy reinforce ecclesiastical authority by wearing priestly 

garments and utilising ritual symbols in video content. He notes that “the presence of clerical 

attire in online broadcasts signals continuity with institutional tradition and affirms 

ecclesiastical status” (Altenhofen 2022, 210). This visual mediation ensures that digital 

interactions reflect hierarchical authority, even when worshippers cannot physically access 

sacred spaces, which from an RSST perspective demonstrates how relational and symbolic 

mechanisms operate to sustain institutional authority in virtual contexts. The combination of 

visual symbolism, ritualised performance, and digital distribution highlights that religious 

authority is multi-dimensional, extending across both material and virtual contexts, providing 
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a clear example of how RSST can be applied to analyse the interplay between traditional 

authority and digital mediation. 

 

Together, these examples demonstrate that religious authority in contemporary Christian 

practice, whether in African Pentecostalism or global Catholicism, is constructed, negotiated, 

and reinforced through a combination of digital engagement, mediated artifacts, and visual 

symbolism. Pastors and clergy actively shape digital platforms to project influence, maintain 

community cohesion, and ensure doctrinal continuity, while followers interact with and 

respond to these forms of authority, creating a dynamic, relational process. This multi-layered 

approach provides an analytical framework for understanding how the View Church 

Tygerberg Hills enacts and communicates religious authority across digital and physical 

spaces, reflecting broader patterns of adaptation, negotiation, and identity formation in 

contemporary Christian communities. 

 

Textual Engagement and Scriptural Mediation 

The final aspect of Campbell’s second step in the RSST framework involves analysing how 

communities engage with sacred texts, focusing on both public and personalised forms of 

mediation. Pype (2018) presents a personalised model of textual engagement in her 

ethnography of Pentecostal believers in the Democratic Republic of Congo, describing how 

Brother Raphael writes “handwritten letters and devotional calendars that include scripture 

and personal reflections, sent out to members of his religious community” (218). This form 

of textual mediation fosters an affective and relational connection between the leader and 

followers, reinforcing both religious authority and communal belonging. In contemporary 

contexts, such personalised engagement is increasingly complemented by digital tools such 

as church websites and Instagram, where daily devotionals and reflective prompts can be 

published for congregants to read, comment on, and share. The View Church exemplifies this 

approach by curating scripture-based posts on its Instagram account and publishing 

devotionals on its official website, enabling members to interact with sacred texts and reflect 

on them collectively while maintaining a sense of spiritual participation across dispersed 

locations. 

 

Ramooki, Faimau, and Kesebonye (2024) illustrate how Pentecostal ministries in Botswana 

strategically deploy scripture in public and digital spaces to engage congregants’ socio-
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economic realities. They note that “scriptural messages are reframed to engage directly with 

the socio-economic realities of worshippers, creating a participatory moral discourse in 

public spaces” (Ramooki, Faimau, and Kesebonye 2024, 218). In the View Church context, 

this reframing is visible on both its website and Instagram, where scripture and reflective 

commentary are contextualised to address contemporary life challenges, encouraging 

members to apply biblical teachings to personal and communal situations, which from an 

RSST perspective demonstrates how relational and participatory mechanisms shape moral 

and communal engagement online. The church’s online posts invite interaction, such as 

comments and reflections, reinforcing communal identity and shared moral understanding, 

and providing a clear example of how RSST can be applied to analyse the negotiation of 

religious authority and collective practices in digital spaces. 

 

Hobe (2019) further demonstrates how African Pentecostal communities personalise the 

mediation of scripture through digital media, showing that devotional content circulated 

online serves both spiritual guidance and the negotiation of communal identity. She writes 

that “scriptural texts, when adapted for personal or small-group reflection, serve as both 

spiritual guidance and a tool for negotiating communal identity within digital and print 

contexts” (Hobe 2019, 132). This insight is particularly relevant for the View Church, whose 

website and Instagram account curate scripture-based devotionals and reflections that 

reinforce members’ understanding of Pentecostal identity and support ongoing spiritual 

formation, which from an RSST perspective illustrates how relational and communicative 

mechanism’s structure engagement with sacred texts online. By focusing on these digital 

platforms, the View Church demonstrates how sacred texts can be actively shaped and 

contextualised to maintain theological consistency, support spiritual engagement, and 

cultivate a cohesive community identity, providing a clear example of how RSST can be 

applied to analyse the negotiation of authority, participation, and communal framing in digital 

religious spaces. 

 

Values Influencing Media Practices in African Pentecostal-Charismatic 

Churches 

As part of the RSST framework, Campbell (2016) emphasises the need to account for the 

value systems embedded within religious communities when studying their engagement with 

media. She suggests that researchers should pay attention to how “values given to PCCs by 
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the government or other religious influences, or values in the Christian influence,” impact the 

way religious groups adopt and adapt technology (Campbell 2016, 20). This section 

accordingly unpacks how values, particularly political, religious-institutional, and 

denominational, have shaped the media practices of Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches 

(PCCs) in various African contexts. The discussion draws on empirical studies conducted 

across the continent to demonstrate how media practices reflect broader sociocultural and 

institutional value systems. 

 

Political Values and State Regulation 

In many African countries, state policies and political ideologies have played a decisive role 

in shaping how Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches (PCCs) access and engage with media 

platforms. Hackett (2005) documents that, under apartheid in South Africa, Pentecostal and 

other African Independent Churches were systematically excluded from state-controlled 

media. She observes that these churches “were not allowed airtime on public radio and 

television,” which effectively denied them a platform for public theological expression and 

limited their ability to reach broader audiences (Hackett 2005, 171). This exclusion was not 

merely technical but deeply political, reflecting the state’s validation of particular religious 

expressions as legitimate while marginalising others, which from an RSST perspective 

illustrates how structural and relational constraints shape the capacity of religious 

communities to enact authority publicly. By denying them airtime, the apartheid government 

constrained the public visibility of PCCs and restricted their capacity to exert moral and 

social influence. Similarly, Togarasei (2009) notes that, in Zimbabwe, media regulation 

functions as an instrument of political control, enforcing state narratives and curbing 

dissenting voices. He notes that “all published media must align with the government’s 

expectations, or even, at times, the government must approve what is being published,” 

illustrating the extent to which the state polices religious expression through media channels 

(Togarasei 2009, 263). These mechanisms of control compel PCCs to navigate carefully 

within politically sanctioned boundaries, shaping both their content and the strategies they 

employ to communicate with congregants, demonstrating how RSST can be applied to 

analyse the negotiation of religious authority under structural and political constraints. This 

reality underscores the complex interplay between religious authority and state-imposed 

limitations, revealing that media access is never neutral but is contingent on political 

ideologies that define which voices are amplified and which are suppressed. Such restrictions 
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highlight the need for religious communities to develop alternative strategies to assert their 

presence, often turning to digital platforms to bypass traditional gatekeeping structures while 

still maintaining theological legitimacy and communal influence. 

 

Extending this discussion, Ukah (2011) examines how regulatory frameworks in Nigeria have 

constrained PCCs’ access to broadcast media, revealing a similar dynamic across the 

continent. Ukah observes that the National Broadcasting Commission (NBC) prohibits 

religious organisations from acquiring broadcast licences, citing concerns that religious 

content may provoke conflict or offend public sensibilities. He states that the NBC’s 

regulations “effectively marginalize Pentecostal and charismatic organizations, particularly 

those engaged in public displays of miracles or healing” (Ukah 2011, 272), thus limiting their 

ability to exercise religious authority through mass media, which from an RSST perspective 

demonstrates how structural and regulatory mechanisms shape the capacity of religious 

communities to enact authority publicly. In response, Nigerian PCCs such as the Synagogue 

Church of All Nations (SCOAN) have innovatively leveraged satellite television and online 

platforms to reach global audiences, circumventing state restrictions while maintaining their 

influence. Similarly, Frahm-Arp (2015) highlights how regulatory exclusions have shaped 

digital engagement strategies in South Africa, noting that historical marginalisation has 

compelled churches to seek alternative modes of communication, including the use of 

websites, social media, and online streaming. She argues that “state ideologies historically 

defined which religious expressions were considered legitimate, influencing how churches 

negotiated visibility and authority in digital and offline spaces” (Frahm-Arp 2015, 268). 

These cases illustrate a consistent pattern across African contexts, showing that when state 

control restricts access to traditional media, PCCs are prompted to innovate, embracing 

digital technologies to sustain communal engagement, extend pastoral authority, and 

construct religious identities that operate within, and sometimes beyond, national regulatory 

frameworks, providing a clear example of how RSST can be applied to analyse the 

negotiation of authority, relational practices, and identity in digital religious contexts. Within 

the context of this study on the View Church, such insights are critical. The church’s use of 

its website and Instagram to disseminate content and foster community reflects a strategic 

adaptation to the broader African media environment, where historical and contemporary 

constraints shape digital religious practice and highlight the interplay of authority, identity, 

and technology in mediating faith. 
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These examples show that in contexts of strong state control, political values become a 

gatekeeping force, determining which religious actors are granted legitimacy and public 

voice through media access. 

 

Religious Institutional Values and Broadcasting Inequality 

As shown in the scholarship of Hackett, De Witte, and Asamoah-Gyadu, digital platforms 

offer Pentecostal churches opportunities that extend far beyond the constraints of traditional 

broadcasting. Unlike state-controlled radio or television, platforms such as Instagram and 

church websites provide autonomous spaces where congregations can directly curate content, 

engage with followers, and project theological authority without institutional gatekeeping, 

which from an RSST perspective demonstrates how relational and participatory mechanisms 

operate to sustain authority in digital religious spaces. These platforms facilitate immediacy 

and interactivity, allowing churches to post sermons, devotional reflections, event 

announcements, and visual storytelling that foster real-time participation. As De Witte (2003) 

notes, such initiatives enable churches to “contest entrenched religious authority” (197) while 

establishing communal visibility. Similarly, Asamoah-Gyadu (2009, 142) highlights how 

creative adaptation to digital media allows churches to sustain engagement and identity 

formation, even when conventional media channels are inaccessible. For the View Church, 

Instagram and the church website function as spaces where authority, identity, and 

community converge, enabling participatory interaction, reinforcing Pentecostal ethos, and 

cultivating a mediated religious presence that is both expansive and resilient in the 

contemporary African digital landscape, providing a clear example of how RSST can be 

applied to analyse the negotiation of religious authority, relational practices, and communal 

identity online. 

 

In many African contexts, the ways in which Pentecostal and Charismatic Churches engage 

with media are profoundly shaped by broader social, political, and religious hierarchies, 

influencing how religious authority, identity, and community are constructed digitally. 

Hackett (2005) demonstrates that state-controlled media often systematically privilege some 

religious groups while marginalising others, including Pentecostal churches. She explains 

that state broadcasting in several African countries functions as a gatekeeping mechanism, 

where “media policies and regulatory frameworks effectively determine, which religious 

voices are permitted to circulate in the public sphere” (Hackett 2005, 153), which from an 
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RSST perspective illustrates how structural mechanisms constrain the relational and public 

enactment of religious authority. These structural limitations are not merely administrative; 

they have a direct impact on the visibility, authority, and legitimacy of religious actors, 

shaping the extent to which Pentecostal congregations can communicate their theological 

positions or engage their communities publicly. For smaller or emerging Pentecostal groups, 

this often means restricted access to mainstream platforms, forcing them to develop 

alternative strategies for disseminating religious teachings and constructing communal 

identity, providing a clear example of how RSST can be applied to analyse the negotiation of 

authority, relational practices, and communal engagement within digitally mediated spaces. 

Within the context of this research, such state-imposed limitations illuminate why the View 

Church’s use of its website and Instagram is particularly significant, as digital platforms 

provide spaces that are less constrained by state or institutional gatekeeping, allowing for 

direct engagement with followers and the projection of religious authority in ways that 

traditional media might not permit. 

 

Similarly, De Witte (2003) explores the intersection of media, religious competition, and 

identity construction in Ghana, highlighting how Pentecostal churches strategically leverage 

media to assert their presence in societies dominated by historical religious hierarchies. She 

notes that “the proliferation of Pentecostal media initiatives reflects both an attempt to 

increase visibility and a means to contest entrenched religious authority” (De Witte 2003, 

197), which from an RSST perspective illustrates how relational and participatory 

mechanisms enable churches to negotiate authority and identity in digitally mediated spaces. 

In practical terms, these churches employ digital tools not merely for broadcast 

communication but to actively construct a sense of community and shared belief among 

followers, mediating both spiritual and social concerns. For instance, the selection of biblical 

content, visual imagery, and messaging strategies in digital spaces functions to reinforce 

theological priorities while providing guidance on daily living, demonstrating a clear 

intertwining of religious authority and social relevance, and providing a clear example of 

how RSST can be applied to analyse the negotiation of authority, relational practices, and 

communal engagement online. In relation to the View Church, this scholarship provides a 

theoretical framework to interpret how digital platforms such as Instagram and the church’s 

website operate as sites for negotiating religious identity and fostering community. Through 

curated content, interactive posts, and the dissemination of theological teachings, the View 

Church mirrors the strategies identified by De Witte, extending influence beyond the physical 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



 62 

congregation and establishing a participatory online environment that simultaneously asserts 

ecclesiastical authority and nurtures communal bonds. 

 

Asamoah-Gyadu (2009) further complements these perspectives by examining how Ghanaian 

Pentecostal churches navigate media landscapes to enhance visibility and manage religious 

expression. He observes that “Pentecostal congregations creatively adapt to media 

constraints, employing print, broadcast, and increasingly digital platforms to sustain religious 

engagement and identity formation” (Asamoah-Gyadu 2009, 142), which from an RSST 

perspective illustrates how relational and structural mechanisms enable churches to negotiate 

authority, identity, and communal participation within mediated spaces. This work highlights 

the agency of Pentecostal actors in appropriating available media to reinforce both authority 

and community cohesion, despite structural inequalities or institutional exclusions, providing 

a clear example of how RSST can be applied to analyse the negotiation of religious authority 

and relational practices in contexts of limited media access. For the View Church, Instagram 

and the website serve as analogous tools, enabling the church to exercise control over 

content, curate its public image, and maintain relational connections with followers. Through 

posts featuring sermons, devotional reflections, and community updates, the church enacts 

authority in a manner that is both visible and participatory, reflecting Asamoah-Gyadu’s 

observations of how digital platforms can mediate theological and social influence in 

contexts where traditional media may be restrictive. 

 

Collectively, these African scholarship perspectives illustrate that media engagement is 

inseparable from questions of authority, legitimacy, and religious identity. Hackett 

emphasises structural limitations imposed by state policies, De Witte highlights the strategic 

use of media to negotiate religious visibility and contest existing hierarchies, and Asamoah-

Gyadu underscores the creative appropriation of media to reinforce community and authority. 

When applied to the View Church, this body of literature illuminates how Instagram and the 

church’s website are not merely functional communication tools but active sites of 

theological negotiation, identity construction, and community formation. By selecting 

content, framing messages, and interacting with followers, the View Church engages in a 

process of digitally mediated religious practice that mirrors broader African Pentecostal 

strategies, demonstrating both adaptation and agency in response to institutional, societal, and 

political constraints. As Campbell (2016) argues, such exclusions and mediated adaptations 

are not simply technological but are expressions of “value-laden systems that promote or 
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restrict certain religious identities” (22), highlighting the interplay between institutional 

power, media access, and the construction of religious authority. 

 

Denominational and Cultural Values within PCCs 

In addition to external pressures, values intrinsic to Pentecostal culture also influence how 

media is perceived and used. Campbell (2016) notes that media practices are shaped by the 

“internal theological and communal values that determine what technologies are acceptable 

and how they should be used” (20). In contexts where Pentecostalism emphasises prosperity, 

healing, or spiritual warfare, media becomes an extension of these theological emphases. 

 

Hackett (2005) observes that media deregulation in Nigeria has led to a proliferation of 

Christian broadcasting, which often adopts a combative tone. She writes that “Pentecostal 

media has generated an intolerant, at times aggressive, religious broadcasting culture,” 

especially in areas with strong inter-religious competition (Hackett 2005, 84), which from an 

RSST perspective illustrates how structural and relational mechanisms in media 

environments influence the negotiation and projection of religious authority. The theological 

imperative to “win souls” and promote spiritual authority shapes the media tone, creating a 

religious marketplace driven by visibility, charisma, and doctrinal assertion, providing a clear 

example of how RSST can be applied to analyse how authority, identity, and community are 

mediated in competitive digital and broadcast contexts. 

 

Moreover, denominational leaders often shape media engagement through their personal 

branding. Frahm-Arp (2018) explains that figures like Andre Olivier of Rivers Church use 

social media platforms to express theological ideas and reinforce spiritual authority. She 

notes that Olivier posted messages on Twitter promoting his “Life by Design” philosophy, 

reflecting his understanding of Christian living (Frahm-Arp 2018, 264), which from an RSST 

perspective demonstrates how individual leadership, relational engagement, and internal 

church values interact to structure authority and content production in digital spaces. These 

actions show how internal church values, including a theology of leadership and lifestyle, 

directly shape media content, reinforcing the relational and participatory dimensions of 

pastoral authority identified in RSST. 
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Thus, the values within Pentecostal communities, especially those linked to theology, 

leadership, and spirituality, deeply inform how media is integrated into religious life. As 

Campbell (2016) affirms, technology use in religious communities is never neutral but is 

shaped by the “interpretive frameworks” that communities construct around it (21). 

 

Processes and Usage of New Technology in African Pentecostal Charismatic 

Churches 

Within Campbell’s (2016, 20) Religious-Social Shaping of Technology (RSST) framework, 

the values held by religious communities play a central role in shaping their decisions about 

which new media and digital platforms to adopt or reject. Campbell emphasises that 

communities do not passively accept all available technologies but rather engage in selective 

processes grounded in their theological, cultural, and institutional values. She explains, 

“Organizations can accept or reject certain media and social media platforms based on their 

values, which informs their processes” (Campbell 2016, 20). This insight allows researchers 

to identify gaps in media adoption and opportunities for innovation within religious contexts, 

as certain platforms may be underutilised or dismissed based on communal preferences or 

constraints. 

 

Scholars have documented that many Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches (PCCs) across 

Africa have embraced established media technologies such as television and radio, which 

have become integral to religious communication and worship. Frahm-Arp (2018, 263) 

highlights a striking example from South Africa where some PCCs have integrated television 

screens even into the most unexpected spaces, such as restrooms, to continuously expose 

congregants to religious programming. This illustrates a high degree of media acceptance and 

the use of audiovisual technology to reinforce spiritual messages throughout the physical 

church environment. 

 

The Nigerian film industry further exemplifies how media technologies are incorporated into 

Pentecostal culture. Nigerian filmmakers produce movies imbued with Pentecostal themes 

and confessions, contributing to the wider acceptance and dissemination of television as a 

religious medium (Frahm-Arp 2018). These films not only entertain but also serve as vehicles 

for religious instruction and identity formation, demonstrating the multifaceted role of media 

in contemporary Pentecostalism. 
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In the digital realm, social media platforms have also found significant traction among 

African Pentecostal communities. Thinane (2022, 189) notes that Facebook became a critical 

platform during the COVID-19 pandemic for churches such as the Apostolic Faith Mission of 

South Africa, which used it to maintain connections and facilitate communal worship when 

physical gatherings were restricted. This adaptive usage illustrates how digital platforms are 

incorporated into religious practices in response to changing social circumstances. 

 

Frahm-Arp (2018, 269) further highlights the adoption of microblogging platforms like 

Twitter by religious leaders. For example, Andre Olivier of the Rivers of Joy Church uses 

Twitter to engage with followers on theological issues and community concerns, illustrating 

the platform’s role as a space for pastoral authority and dialogue beyond the physical church 

setting. 

 

Despite widespread acceptance of many media forms, scholarly literature also identifies clear 

examples of media rejection or exclusion. Institutional barriers persist, particularly in state-

controlled or historically monopolised broadcasting systems. Pype (2018) points out how 

certain groups, like Brother Raphael in Ghana, are excluded from mass media platforms, 

compelling them to rely on smaller-scale, self-published media forms. Hackett (2005) 

documents a similar exclusionary practice during apartheid in South Africa, where only the 

Dutch Reformed Church (NG Kerk) was permitted access to public broadcasting platforms, 

effectively silencing other religious voices. 

 

However, the media landscape is evolving. The gradual shift from government-controlled 

broadcasting to private and online platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter, is dismantling 

traditional gatekeeping structures and allowing previously marginalised religious groups to 

gain visibility and communicate directly with followers. This transformation aligns with 

Campbell’s observation that “the limit of broadcasting is changing as it moves away from 

government-owned to privately owned, and online platforms like Facebook and Twitter are 

removing the middle ground” (Campbell 2016, 21). 

 

One emerging frontier where African Pentecostal churches must innovate is Instagram, a 

platform particularly popular among younger demographics born after 1994. Instagram’s 

visual and interactive nature offers PCCs new possibilities to shape religious practices and 
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beliefs through image-rich, narrative-driven content. This platform’s capacity to engage 

younger audiences in real time presents both opportunities and challenges for religious 

communities seeking to remain relevant in an increasingly digital and youth-oriented 

religious landscape. 

 

In sum, the processes through which African Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches adopt or 

reject new technologies are deeply intertwined with their value systems, historical contexts, 

and institutional realities. While television, radio, and Facebook enjoy broad acceptance, 

emerging platforms like Instagram demand creative and strategic engagement to ensure 

continued relevance and influence in digital religious communication. 

 

Technology Use as a Representation of the Community 

The final component of Campbell’s (2016) Religious-Social Shaping of Technology (RSST) 

framework focuses on how media and digital technologies serve as representations of 

religious communities within the broader social context. Campbell (2016) argues that “media 

use is not neutral but a meaningful practice through which religious communities express and 

construct their identity” (20). She stresses the importance of understanding how religious 

groups “justify the adoption of particular media platforms as part of their communal self-

representation and outreach” (Campbell 2016, 20). This part of the framework encourages 

researchers to examine “the narratives and explanations that religious communities produce 

to make sense of their technology use” (Campbell 2016, 21). Thus, technology becomes more 

than a tool for communication; it acts as a “symbolic space where religious values, beliefs, 

and identities are performed and made visible to both members and outsiders” (Campbell 

2016, 20). 

 

Different scholars have demonstrated how religious communities intentionally use media to 

represent themselves and maintain a connection with their followers. Kuponu (2015) 

highlights that Pentecostal-Charismatic Churches (PCCs) often use merchandise as a tangible 

way to extend their religious presence into the homes of adherents, stating that “merchandise 

such as CDs, DVDs, and printed materials act as everyday reminders of faith, allowing the 

church’s message to permeate domestic spaces” (76). Meyer (2005) supports this by 

explaining how film and television programmes enable followers to “feel the presence of the 

church within their homes” (299), providing a mediated experience that fosters intimacy and 
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belonging. This demonstrates that media use is both a practical and symbolic strategy to 

represent religious communities beyond physical church spaces. 

 

Platforms such as Facebook and church websites have become essential digital spaces for 

religious identity and public representation. Thinane (2022) observes that during the COVID-

19 pandemic, Facebook served as “a critical medium through which religious communities 

like the Apostolic Faith Mission of South Africa maintained contact, shared information, and 

offered spiritual support” (189), which from an RSST perspective illustrates how relational 

mechanisms facilitate communal engagement and the negotiation of authority in digitally 

mediated spaces. The active use of social media pages and websites by churches reflects a 

deliberate effort to remain relevant and accessible to followers who engage with these 

platforms in their daily lives. Frahm-Arp (2018) notes that high-profile religious leaders, such 

as Bishop Sono of Grace Bible Church, use Facebook to project “images of large gatherings 

and community strength,” reinforcing their religious identity and public presence (259), 

which from an RSST perspective demonstrates how pastoral authority is relationally and 

performatively mediated in digital spaces. Moreover, websites serve diverse communicative 

functions; Thinane (2022) details how the Full Gospel Church of God “regularly posts 

updates on church events and guidelines,” fostering transparency and ongoing dialogue with 

its members (188). Similarly, Bvuma (2022) explains that Prophet Shepherd Bushiri utilises 

his website to “market products to followers,” integrating economic activity into religious 

representation (169), illustrating how RSST can be applied to examine the interplay of 

authority, relational negotiation, and multi-dimensional community engagement. Togarasei 

(2009) also demonstrates how websites act as platforms for event promotion within religious 

communities, noting that they “advertise upcoming activities to maintain engagement and 

community cohesion” (264), reinforcing the relational and participatory aspects of mediated 

religious authority highlighted in RSST. 

 

Within this understanding, religious communities articulate clear, contextually grounded 

reasons for adopting specific media and digital platforms, reflecting their goals to sustain 

communal bonds, extend religious authority, and remain culturally relevant. These choices 

are not arbitrary but are informed by a desire to “reach followers effectively, nurture 

community identity, and ensure the church’s presence in both public and private spheres” 

(Campbell 2016, 21). Consequently, media platforms become vital tools for religious 
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representation, enabling PCCs to impact the communities they serve by fostering belonging, 

facilitating communication, and shaping perceptions both internally and externally. 

 

Limitations to RSST 

While the Religious-Social Shaping of Technology (RSST) framework developed by 

Campbell (2016) offers a valuable perspective for understanding how faith communities 

engage with digital media, its articulation remains open-ended and invites further 

development. RSST thoughtfully highlights important dimensions such as history, tradition, 

core values, negotiation processes, and communal framing. However, it provides limited 

direction on how these elements might be applied across diverse contexts, balanced in 

relation to one another, or adapted for analysing complex multi-platform practices in a 

structured way. This openness can present challenges for researchers seeking to apply the 

framework consistently, especially in dynamic and culturally distinctive contexts such as 

African Pentecostal and Charismatic Churches where digital practices are intertwined with 

particular social, political, and religious dynamics. 

 

Describing RSST as a developing framework acknowledges its potential for growth rather 

than its limitations. Compared with Campbell’s more extensively elaborated work on 

mediatisation and the mediation of meaning (Campbell 2010; Campbell and Tsuria 2021), 

RSST remains in an early stage of conceptual and methodological refinement. Its central 

ideas are rich and promising but still require further grounding to guide empirical research 

effectively. In this sense, adapting and expanding RSST within African contexts offers an 

opportunity to enrich the framework, enabling a more nuanced understanding of how 

religious authority, identity, and community are negotiated within digital spaces. 

 

Campbell (2016, 20) describes RSST as a heuristic model composed of four dimensions, 

History and Tradition, Core Values, Process, and Communal Identity, that together shape how 

religious communities adopt and adapt technology. However, this framework is presented as 

a broad conceptual sketch rather than a rigorously developed theory. She notes that religious 

communities “draw upon historical patterns and theological understandings” when deciding 

on new media usage, but offers limited guidance on how these dimensions interact, overlap, 

or conflict in lived practice (Campbell 2016, 20). This becomes a grey area when researchers 

attempt to operationalise RSST in empirical studies, as the boundaries between components 
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often blur and the framework does not adequately account for localised power dynamics, 

socio-political constraints, or historical trauma, factors crucial in African religious 

landscapes. 

 

For example, the “History and Tradition” component of RSST assumes a coherent 

institutional memory or theological continuity. Yet, in African PCCs, histories are often 

fragmented, contested, and shaped by colonial and apartheid-era exclusions from public 

media. Hackett (2005) documents how Pentecostal and African Independent Churches in 

South Africa were denied access to state-run media during apartheid, stating that they “were 

not allowed airtime on public radio and television,” effectively marginalising their 

theological voice (Hackett 2005, 171). RSST offers no structured way to integrate these 

legacies of exclusion, nor does it address how such historical inequalities continue to shape 

current digital strategies. A more developed RSST would engage with the notion of 

‘historical trauma’ and technological disinheritance, particularly as they affect emerging 

religious expressions in post-colonial societies. 

 

Similarly, the “Core Values” component is presented by Campbell as a static set of internal 

beliefs that guide media use. She argues that religious groups accept or reject technologies 

based on whether the tools “align with the group’s religious worldview and communal 

values” (Campbell 2016, 20). However, in the case of African PCCs, values are not merely 

theological or denominational; they are also shaped by political alliances, state pressures, and 

inter-religious competition. For instance, Togarasei (2009) explains that in Zimbabwe, state 

censorship forces religious communities to “align with government expectations,” or risk 

being excluded from the public sphere (263). Such constraints are imposed externally and 

complicate the idea that media adoption is solely the result of internal religious values. RSST 

in its current form does not provide space to analyse these external coercive influences on 

religious media practices. 

 

Furthermore, the “Process” component, which focuses on how communities decide which 

technologies to use, is treated in RSST as an adaptive mechanism that operates within 

internal logic. Yet, scholars such as Pype (2018) and Frahm-Arp (2018) show that African 

PCCs are not always in control of these processes. In Ghana, Brother Raphael’s church was 

denied access to dominant media platforms due to Catholic hegemony, forcing members to 

rely on “pamphlets, calendars, and printed newsletters” (Pype 2018, 212). Likewise, Frahm-
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Arp (2018) notes that while elite South African PCCs like Rivers Church employ advanced 

digital technologies, including televisions in restrooms (Frahm-Arp 2018, 263), less affluent 

churches lack the economic capital to innovate. RSST fails to account for these disparities in 

access, as well as the classed and racialised structures that determine who can and cannot 

participate in religious digital culture. 

 

The final component, “Communal Identity,” similarly assumes a relatively autonomous 

process of identity construction. Yet, as Kuponu (2015) and Meyer (2005) argue, media are 

often used to mediate authority and legitimacy within contested religious fields. Meyer 

(2005) observes that Nigerian Christians describe the experience of media as “feeling the 

church in their homes” (299), showing that media are not just reflective of identity but 

actively shape affective religious experiences. RSST does not explore these embodied, 

sensory, and emotive dimensions of media reception, which are especially significant in 

African Pentecostal contexts where charisma and spiritual warfare play central roles in 

mediating authority and belonging. 

 

Moreover, RSST has a significant limitation: it does not adequately account for internal 

diversity within religious communities. Factors such as gender, generational differences, and 

economic stratification shape how believers use media, yet RSST treats religious groups too 

uniformly. For instance, as noted earlier, Instagram remains underutilised by many African 

PCCs despite its strong appeal to younger generations an indication of a generational divide 

that RSST overlooks. Likewise, the commercialisation of religion through websites, such as 

Prophet Bushiri’s online sale of products (Bvuma 2022, 169), demonstrates how spiritual and 

economic identities can merge in practice. This kind of hybridity falls outside RSST’s 

theoretical scope, further underscoring the framework’s limits. 

 

Another limitation is that Campbell’s articulation of RSST is predominantly shaped by 

Western and often North American examples, with limited reference to non-Western, 

postcolonial, or Global South contexts. Although Campbell insists that RSST “can be adapted 

to multiple religious traditions and contexts” (2016, 21), she does not provide concrete 

strategies for doing so. For researchers working in African settings, this leaves a 

methodological vacuum. How should scholars adapt RSST to account for histories of media 

exclusion, informal media economies, or authoritarian state censorship? What roles do local 
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linguistic practices, oral traditions, and spiritual ecologies play in shaping digital religious 

life? These questions remain unanswered in Campbell’s current articulation. 

 

Therefore, while RSST remains a useful starting point, it must be expanded and adapted to 

suit African Pentecostal contexts. This study, as introduced in Chapter 1, will apply RSST’s 

four components not in the limited way that Campbell presents them, but as dynamic, 

overlapping, and context-sensitive categories. It will draw on empirical insights from scholars 

such as Hackett, Togarasei, Pype, Frahm-Arp, Thinane, Meyer, and others to fill in the 

conceptual gaps and to better understand how media usage by the View Church Tygerberg 

Hills reflects broader socio-political, cultural, and spiritual dynamics. As such, this thesis 

argues that RSST should be viewed as a heuristic guide rather than a fixed framework, one 

that must be recontextualised to meet the specific challenges and textures of African religious 

media practices. 

 

This study explicitly accounts for the applicability of RSST in African contexts, recognising 

the framework’s assumptions concerning technological infrastructure, access, and digital 

literacy. As outlined in Chapter 3, RSST is employed in a context sensitive manner, 

recognising the uneven distribution of digital resources, varying levels of media literacy, and 

differentiated forms of engagement across socio economic and generational groups. The 

framework’s four components, History and Tradition, Core Values, Process, and Communal 

Identity, are operationalised with attention to these local realities, enabling the study to 

capture how structural constraints, historical exclusions, and socio-political dynamics shape 

digital religious practice. Rather than treating RSST as a fixed or universally applicable 

model, this thesis positions it as a heuristic tool that is dynamically applied, facilitating a 

nuanced analysis of authority, identity, and community in the digital practices of the View 

Church Tygerberg Hills. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has presented the Religious-Social Shaping of Technology (RSST) framework 

as a critical and context-sensitive tool for analysing how African Pentecostal Charismatic 

Churches (PCCs), such as the View Church Tygerberg Hills, engage with digital media. 

RSST’s four components, History and Tradition, Core Values, Media Processes, and 

Communal Identity, offer a structured yet adaptable lens to understand how religious 
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communities negotiate their use of technology. Through a synthesis of foundational texts by 

Campbell (2005; 2016) and empirical studies from scholars such as Frahm-Arp, Hackett, 

Pype, and Thinane, this chapter has shown that media engagement among PCCs is not merely 

technical or instrumental. Rather, it is shaped by theological commitments, socio-political 

constraints, and the desire to construct and maintain religious identity in both public and 

private spheres. Media platforms like Facebook, websites, pamphlets, and even merchandise 

are not neutral tools but are used strategically to represent authority, foster belonging, and 

reach wider audiences in contexts marked by inequality and digital innovation. 

 

However, while RSST is a valuable starting point, its limitations must also be acknowledged. 

Campbell’s articulation of the framework lacks detailed methodological guidance and is often 

shaped by Western contexts, requiring adaptation for African settings. The RSST model, in its 

current form, does not fully account for external pressures such as state censorship, historical 

exclusion, economic disparity, or inter-religious competition, all of which shape how African 

PCCs adopt and use digital platforms. Therefore, this study applies RSST not as a rigid 

theory but as a flexible, heuristic model that is expanded through engagement with region-

specific scholarship. By doing so, it contributes both to the understanding of the View 

Church’s media practices and to the broader development of RSST as a framework suited for 

diverse and complex religious environments. 

 

  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



 73 

Chapter 4 – Research Methods and Design 
 

Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodological and conceptual framework within which this thesis 

explores the digital mediation of religious authority, identity, and community. Grounded in a 

qualitative case study approach, the research engages with View Church Tygerberg Hills, a 

Pentecostal congregation based in Cape Town, South Africa, using publicly accessible 

content from its official Instagram account and website. These platforms constitute the 

primary data set and offer valuable insight into how the church constructs and communicates 

its religious identity and fosters a sense of community in digital spaces. A detailed description 

of the structural and thematic features of these platforms is provided to contextualise their 

significance within the data collection process. This is followed by a theoretical grounding in 

digital religion studies, drawing on key scholarly contributions to understand how religious 

belief, identity, and community are reconfigured through digital media. 

 

To interpret the data, the research employs a coding framework organised around three 

analytical categories: religious authority, religious identity, and religious community. This 

approach supports a systematic and thematic analysis of the church’s online content. Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA) is used to examine how language, imagery, and symbolic 

representations function to construct meaning, assert institutional values, and shape 

relationships within the digital environment. The chapter concludes by addressing two 

essential considerations: the legitimacy of digital spaces as valid fields for religious practice 

and scholarly inquiry, and the ethical dimensions of online research. In accordance with 

Internet Research Ethics (IRE) 3.0 guidelines, the study outlines procedures for data 

collection, storage, and analysis, with attention to transparency, privacy, and the responsible 

use of publicly available digital content. 

 

Methodological Approach  

The central purpose of this research was to investigate how Pentecostal-Charismatic churches 

like the View Church mediate their religious authority, identity and community using 
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different social media and digital platforms. Three sub-questions and three research 

objectives supported the central research question that this dissertation wished to address.  

 

The three sub-questions were the following: 

Sub-Questions 

1. What are the social media platforms of the View Church? 

2. How does the View Church mediate religious authority, identity, and community 

through social media platforms?  

3. Why does the View Church mediate religious authority, identity, and community 

through its social media platforms in the ways that it does? 

 

The research objectives are: 

1. To provide a thick description of the social media platforms of the View Church. 

2. To explore how religious authority, identity and community are mediated through 

the social media platforms of the View Church. 

3. To theorise why the View Church mediates religious authority, identity, and 

community through its social media platforms in the ways that it does. 

 

Qualitative research provides scholars with a methodological framework to explore and 

extract data from a variety of fieldwork settings, including both physical and digital 

environments (Atkinson 2017, 65–98). Joshua Atkinson defines qualitative research as a 

means of gaining insight into the underlying processes of a case study or field site. Through 

this approach, researchers can investigate how individuals and communities construct 

meaning, interpret lived experiences, engage in cultural rituals, and navigate systems of 

oppression (Atkinson 2017, 65). By uncovering these processes, qualitative research enables 

scholars to observe community dynamics and formulate research questions that reflect the 

internal operations and values of the group being studied. 

 

In the context of this dissertation, the focus is not on physical religious practices but rather on 

the digital expression of religion as mediated through online platforms. Atkinson (2017) 

further notes that online qualitative research offers a distinct advantage by eliminating the 

need for the researcher to be physically present within the community. This approach reduces 

the risk of a “power struggle” between the researcher and the religious organisation, allowing 

for a more neutral and unobtrusive collection of data (Atkinson 2017, 66). Similarly, Myers 
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(1997, 750) emphasises that digital fieldwork permits researchers to engage with and analyse 

online religious practices without direct interference, thereby preserving the integrity of the 

data and respecting the autonomy of the community under study. 

 

In addition, a brief note is included acknowledging that the aural and sonic dimensions of 

social media content represent another meaningful layer through which digital religious 

expression can be examined. While the present study prioritises visual and discursive 

elements in order to maintain a clear and coherent methodological focus, sonic analysis offers 

a valuable complementary perspective. This dimension provides a strong foundation for 

further scholarly exploration and could be productively developed in future doctoral-level 

research. 

 

Data Set 

Case Study 

Case study research is a robust and widely adopted qualitative methodology within the social 

sciences, particularly suited to exploring complex, real-world phenomena where context, 

meaning-making, and participant perspectives are central. As evidenced in the work of 

Edwards (2019), Abdel Latif (2021), and Barnes (2019), case studies enable scholars to 

access and analyse the “emotional, social, and political dimensions” of lived experience 

(Abdel Latif 2021, 24). In the field of clinical and counselling psychology, Edwards (2019) 

outlines a systematic approach to case study research by dividing the process into three 

structured phases: the descriptive, the theoretical heuristic, and the theory-testing phase. This 

tripartite model ensures analytic rigour and replicability while maintaining the depth of 

qualitative inquiry. Edwards (2019) asserts that the objective is to generate knowledge “that 

is grounded in practice and simultaneously contributes to theory” (153), making the method 

especially valuable in contexts where practitioner insight and individual variation are 

essential. 

 

Similarly, Abdel Latif (2021) employs case study research to examine the psychosocial 

experiences of families of the missing in Lebanon. Her participatory approach, which 

incorporates art-based interventions, not only facilitates thick description but also centres the 

voices of affected individuals, thereby allowing them to co-construct meaning. As she 
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explains, the method enables participants to “give voice to the silenced suffering” associated 

with ambiguous loss (Abdel Latif 2021, 19). In this context, the case study becomes both a 

methodological and an ethical vehicle, bridging micro-level experiences with macro-level 

advocacy within the framework of transitional justice. The approach facilitates political 

visibility and symbolic reparation, grounded in the lived realities of communities 

experiencing structural violence. 

 

Barnes (2019), on the other hand, demonstrates how case studies can be embedded within 

transformative mixed methods research designs. While acknowledging the inclusion of 

quantitative tools, he highlights the indispensable role of case studies in providing the 

qualitative depth necessary to reveal “how systemic inequalities play out in individual lives” 

(Barnes 2019, 161). Operating within a transformative paradigm, case studies are 

conceptualised not only as descriptive tools but as participatory mechanisms that engage 

communities as co-creators of knowledge. Barnes (2019) critiques externally imposed, donor-

driven methodologies and advocates for localised, contextually grounded research that can 

“push back against Northern knowledge hierarchies” (159). Collectively, these scholars 

underscore the importance of case study research in accounting for social complexity, 

centring participant agency, and fostering co-produced knowledge that resists extraction and 

reinforces ethical engagement. 

 

Furthermore, case study methodology allows for theoretical generalisation while maintaining 

deep contextual grounding. It supports triangulation through the integration of diverse data 

sources, interviews, observations, documents, and visual or material artifacts, thus enhancing 

the study’s credibility and analytical richness. Edwards (2019) emphasises the importance of 

reflexivity and analytic transparency, especially when researchers operate in dual roles, such 

as clinician-researchers. Likewise, Abdel Latif (2021) and Barnes (2019) highlight the ethical 

imperatives of participatory research, insisting on methodologies that foreground participant 

experiences and avoid extractive practices. In this light, case study research emerges not 

merely as a methodological choice but as a critical mode of inquiry that promotes inclusivity, 

complexity, and socially transformative scholarship. 

 

This study adopts a case study methodology to explore the digital mediation of religious 

identity and community by a contemporary Pentecostal church. The selected case is the View 

Church, located in Tygerberg Hills, Cape Town, South Africa. Established in 2017 by lead 
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pastors Dino and Kelly Cicatello, this congregation forms part of the broader View Church 

network and operates from Tygerberg High School. The church’s identity is rooted in its 

guiding vision, “changed lives, changing lives,” which serves as a foundational narrative for 

community formation, religious expression, and organisational communication. The research 

focuses specifically on the church’s use of two digital platforms, Instagram and its official 

website, to understand how religious values, leadership, community, and identity are 

constructed and mediated online. These platforms function as the primary digital interfaces 

between the church and its broader audience, and thus serve as key data sources for 

understanding how Pentecostal religious life is communicated and experienced in 

contemporary digital spaces. 

 

Within the context of this study, the ownership and authorship of the analysed material are 

clearly situated within the institutional structures of the View Church. The website and 

Instagram page examined in the case study are official platforms established and maintained 

by the church itself. As such, the content published on these platforms represents the 

communicative voice of the institution and reflects its intention to engage both existing 

members and the wider public. The material functions as part of the church’s broader 

outreach strategy, aimed at informing followers, communicating activities, and extending its 

public presence through digital media. 

 

Instagram 

The View Church Tygerberg Hills has had an Instagram page since August 2017. The 

username of the page is Viewchurch_tygerberghills. The website’s home page has a “bio”, as 

Instagram labels it, with key information linked to the organisation. The physical location is 

at the top of the home page, followed by the times of Sunday Services. View Church has 

three Sunday services: 08:15, 09:45 and 11:15. The profile picture of the page is the logo of 

the View Church Tygerberg in yellow and black. When the information on the home page 

was viewed during recording and fieldwork, the View Church Tygerberg had 1934 followers 

and 2006 posts, and they were following 207 users on Instagram. Among the Instagram users 

that the View Church is following there are various church organisations, including the Hope 

Family Church and a different branch of the View Church, namely the View Church Camps 

Bay. They also follow the school where they have their physical church services, Tygerberg 

High School. View Church Tygerberg is also international: they follow Elevation Church, 
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located in Charlotte, North Carolina, and the prominent pastor of this church, Steven Furtick. 

This international connection reminds the audience that they are part of a global community. 

In addition to the information above, View Church Tygerberg has posted on its Instagram 

page. 

 

The posts examined in this case study are a combination of videos, pictures, posters, and 

reels. The reels are 15 to 90-second videos created, edited and posted by users themselves. 

People customarily make the reels using pictures, videos, and posters of a particular aspect or 

a particular clip. This definition can be seen in practical examples on the View Church 

Tygerberg page. To provide context to their posts on Instagram, the View Church uses visual 

images showing diversity in age, gender and race. The average number of likes is around 45 

likes per post or video. The number of likes increases when particular posts about their 

pastors speaking are viewed. A New Year’s message posted on the 1st of January 2024 

received 116 likes. The average number of comments per post is only three. The post on the 

20th of January 2024, about a Community Fun Day hosted by the organisation, received 10 

comments, the highest number. The Instagram page shows users sharing posts, with an 

average of four shares per post. The post with the most shares was an invitation to the Easter 

Service, which was posted on the 28th of March 2024 and shared 15 times. The View Church 

also includes this information in the posts they produce online. 

 

The posts consist of reels, posters, pictures, and videos. Two examples of the reels that View 

Church posts are event driven. One reel featured videos and images from a Student View 

Group event, which took place as a fellowship on the 20th of January 2024. The reel included 

a soundtrack called “Paper Planes” and showed the fellowship taking place at someone’s 

home, with a braai, popcorn, and games. A different reel of about 30 seconds was labelled 

“Tygers”, consisting of people saying things linked to their religious community. All the 

individuals start by saying, “I am a Tyger, of course, I…”. This phrase “I am a Tyger”, which 

will be developed more in this chapter and in the chapters to follow, indicates how the View 

Church has provided a name for its followers. The name “Tyger” refers to the location of the 

church in Tygerberg Hills. Members call themselves “Tygers”, meaning that they are 

adopting a group identity with various aspects, and the phrase “I am a Tyger…” is followed 

by phrases such as “I love God” and “I am generous”. The reel incorporates parts of the 

church infrastructure such as a coffee stand and dining area, and a song from Forrest Frank 

that plays in the background.  
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The church posts posters linked mainly to services and events. One poster was an invitation 

to Sunday Services, providing the location of the physical church and the phone number to be 

called if one is interested in attending. The phrase “You’re welcome” appears on the poster as 

an invitation to come to the community for religious services. The second poster is linked to 

the event “Burn the Plow”, a series of services that started on the 26th of May 2024, 

involving a Baptism that the church conducted on that date.  

 

Pictures are generally in sets of 10, such as those linked to the poster of the 26th of May 

2024, showing the believers who were baptised and their varying characteristics in terms of 

age, gender and race. The title of the post is “Raised to Life”, with the hashtag 

#IHaveDecided. On the 7th of July 2024, the pictures posted featured Executive Pastor 

Lindsay Smith delivering the sermon and the band singing and playing musical instruments. 

The pictures also showed the welcoming committee, the View Kids sessions, and the sermon 

series linked to Real Relationship.  

 

The final category of posts is videos; one video that stood out was the View Men video. The 

video, entitled “The Word, Worship, Fellowship, and Good”, featured scenes of the pastor 

speaking and included references to the theme of fighting the good fight. It showed the food 

available at the event and incorporated background music with the words of Benjamin 

Franklin. This indicates that the posts of the View Church cover a range of topics and are 

linked to different aspects of the church community. 

 

Website Analysis of the View Church: Structure, Content, and Community 

Engagement 

The website of the View Church, located in Tygerberg Hills, Cape Town, South Africa, serves 

as a comprehensive digital platform reflecting the church’s values, structure, community life, 

and outreach efforts. The church, founded in 2017 by lead pastors Dino and Kelly Cicatello, 

communicates its central vision, “changed lives, changing lives”, through multiple digital 

channels, including Instagram and a dedicated website. This section focuses on an analysis of 

the website, drawing on established frameworks in website research to understand how the 

View Church constructs its digital presence, engages its followers, and conveys its 

theological and communal objectives. 
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From a design and visual standpoint, the website immediately communicates a welcoming 

and inclusive ethos. The dominant colour scheme of black and yellow, combined with 

rotating banner images, provides a vibrant and energetic aesthetic. These images depict a 

diverse congregation in terms of race, gender, and age, often in shared situations of 

celebration, worship, or fellowship. Prominent textual messages such as “You belong here” 

and “Welcome home,” reinforced by visuals of young adults holding signs with these 

phrases, suggest a strong emphasis on belonging and inclusivity. This approach reflects the 

church’s intent to be accessible and appealing to a broad demographic. 

 

The website’s content extends beyond visual welcome and includes structured information 

about the church’s leadership, values, ministries, and developmental pathways. Dino and 

Kelly Cicatello are prominently featured alongside their children, with a narrative explaining 

their pastoral mission to “create a space to reach people far from God and change the world 

with followers of Christ.” The church’s five core values, “Love God,” “Love people,” 

“Pursue excellence,” “Choose joy,” and “Live generously”, are clearly stated and are 

embedded throughout the website’s content and imagery. 

 

Annual themes, or mottos, represent another form of identity expression. For example, in 

2018, the church adopted the motto “Better Together,” drawing from Luke 19:10. In 2021, 

the theme was “Unshaken” (Psalm 16:8), and in 2023, “Abide” (John 15). These scriptural 

references serve to frame the church’s vision each year and reinforce the biblical grounding 

of its mission. 

 

In terms of internal community organisation, the website offers detailed descriptions of 13 

ministries that followers may join. These include areas such as Administration, Décor, 

Worship, Outreach, and Social Justice, as well as practical roles like Setup and Traffic. Each 

ministry is accompanied by concise and engaging descriptions tailored to appeal to potential 

volunteers. For example, phrases such as “If you like working with your hands and smiling, 

this is for you” or “If the idea of a breakthrough in the lives of others excites you, this is the 

team for you” reflect a personalised recruitment strategy. This approach encourages deeper 

engagement by aligning ministry roles with individual interests and spiritual callings. 
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Additionally, the website provides pathways for new and prospective members under a 

section titled “Next Steps.” This includes information on adult baptism, emphasised as a 

conscious commitment to Christ, as well as child dedication, supported by scriptural 

references such as Deuteronomy 6:4–7. This indicates the church’s theological distinction 

from traditions that practise infant baptism, favouring instead personal accountability and 

deliberate spiritual decisions. 

 

The View Groups, which function as small community groups, are divided into categories 

based on life stage and demographic: Family, Mixed Adults, Men, Ladies, Young Adults, and 

Students. These groups meet weekly and are member-led, encouraging decentralised 

leadership and relational discipleship. Additional offerings include a Marriage Course, 

costing R1000 per couple, and a Night College with discipleship-focused classes. These 

opportunities reflect a pedagogical approach to faith development, combining structured 

instruction with community support. 

 

The website also addresses the needs of younger members through the View Kids and View 

Youth programmes. View Kids is categorised into age-specific groups: Tiny Town (12–24 

months), Jam City (2–5 years), Thunder City (Grades R–3), and City Kids (Grades 4–7). 

Each group follows a curated curriculum accessible online, enabling parental involvement 

and continuity of faith formation at home. View Youth sessions are held on Friday evenings 

and are clearly advertised on the site, targeting teens and high school learners. The student 

and young adult ministries are designed to help individuals find purpose and build supportive 

friendships while encouraging spiritual growth and leadership. 

 

In summary, the View Church’s website serves as a well-structured and thoughtfully designed 

digital platform that encapsulates the identity, values, and operational mechanisms of the 

organisation. Through strategic use of visuals, accessible language, and clear theological 

messaging, the church effectively communicates its mission and offers multiple entry points 

for community participation. This website analysis reveals not only the church’s digital 

branding and engagement strategies but also the ways in which it structures its internal 

community and faith development processes through online media. 
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Data Collection and Coding: Structuring the Research on the 

Mediation of Religious Authority, Identity, and Community 

This section outlined the data collection and coding strategy employed in the research 

project, which examined how the View Church mediates religious authority, construct’s 

identity, and fosters community through its website and Instagram presence. The research 

was structured around four key components of data management: recording, storing, 

structuring, and coding. These components were central to ensuring the integrity, clarity, and 

ethical accountability of the data collection process. 

 

Data was recorded exclusively from the View Church’s public website and Instagram page. 

The primary sources of data included visual materials, such as images, layout, and design 

features, and textual content, including captions, hashtags, and visible commentary by the 

church itself. Screenshots were used as the main method of data capture. Instagram Stories 

were excluded from the research due to their temporary nature and limited accessibility, 

which could have compromised the ethical standards of the project. In line with Internet 

Research Ethics 3.0, clear articulation of methods for data collection and storage was 

essential to maintaining ethical research practices in digital environments (Franzke et al. 

2020). This study adhered to those principles by clearly stating how data was recorded and 

secured. 

 

Data storage followed strict ethical guidelines to safeguard the digital material. All 

screenshots from the website were saved in a password-protected folder on the researcher’s 

laptop. Screenshots from Instagram were initially stored in a secured folder on the 

researcher’s mobile device and subsequently transferred to the protected folder on the laptop. 

This dual-stage storage process ensured redundancy while maintaining security, aligning with 

ethical expectations regarding the handling of potentially sensitive digital content (Franzke et 

al. 2020). 

 

To ensure consistency and manageability, the research followed a defined timeframe for data 

collection. The website was analysed during two key periods: an initial assessment in January 

2024 and a final review in September 2024. For Instagram, data was collected continuously 

within the broader fieldwork period from January 2023 to September 2024. Establishing this 

timeframe supported both the research focus and data protection. As Franzke et al. (2020) 
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argue, internet-based research must be temporally bounded to ensure that datasets remain 

ethically manageable and do not exceed the researcher’s capacity for secure storage and 

meaningful analysis. 

 

The coding process was designed to reflect and interpret the central themes of this research: 

the mediation of religious authority, the construction of communal identity, and the 

representation of community in digital space. To analyse the data effectively, a structured 

coding scheme was applied. This approach drew on the work of Nelson and Woods (2011), 

who propose that coding enables researchers to group content into thematic categories to 

identify key messages and patterns. They define coding schemes as a “human process of 

dividing messages and data into different categories” that allows for interpretive depth and 

clarity (Nelson and Woods 2011, 105). Additionally, Steven Engler’s concept of selective 

coding, which emphasises identifying core concepts reflecting the central aims of the 

research, guided the process. According to Engler (2011, 145), selective coding helps link 

core categories with emergent insights in a way that remains thematically consistent with the 

research aims. 

 

Accordingly, this study applied both predetermined categories, such as expressions of 

authority, identity markers, and community-building efforts, and emergent codes identified 

through analysis of the website and Instagram data. By employing a clearly defined, ethically 

informed, and thematically grounded data collection and coding strategy, the research 

ensured methodological rigour while remaining focused on its core objective: to explore how 

digital media platforms mediate religious authority, identity, and community within the 

context of the View Church. 

 

The three central themes guiding the research were religious authority, religious identity, and 

religious community. These themes were informed by initial pre-testing and preliminary 

analysis of the View Church’s digital content, specifically its website and Instagram page. 

Based on this, a coding scheme was developed with representative sub-codes reflecting the 

church’s messaging. For instance, phrases such as “You’re invited” and 

#Changedliveschanginglives were coded under religious authority, as they suggested an 

authoritative invitation and vision issued by the leadership. Hashtags like #ComeAsYouAre 

and You belong here were associated with religious identity, reflecting a narrative of personal 
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transformation and inclusive belonging. Lastly, terms such as #tygers and together fell under 

religious community, emphasising local identification and communal solidarity. 

 

These sub-codes formed the analytical framework for organising the data collected from the 

View Church’s digital platforms. They enabled the grouping of content into the three broader 

themes of the study, facilitating a structured and meaningful analysis. This categorisation 

supported the identification of connections between the church’s online representation and 

the larger faith-based messages it conveyed. In this way, the coding strategy allowed for both 

thematic clarity and analytical depth, contributing directly to the overarching aim of 

understanding how the View Church mediates religious authority, constructs identity, and 

builds community in the digital space. 

 

Religious Authority Religious Identity Religious Community 
You’re invited #Comeasyouare #tygers 
#Changedliveschanginglives You belong here Together 

 

Conceptualising Digital Data and Digital Religion 

This study conceptualises the digital data collected from the View Church Instagram account 

and website as multimodal mediated texts that operate across visual, textual and temporal 

dimensions. These online artefacts including images, captions, videos, hashtags and website 

design are not treated as passive content but as intentional communicative acts that construct 

and express the church’s theological message. As Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) note, visual 

elements such as framing, salience and composition work together with text to create unified 

meaning systems, while Elhamy (2022) emphasises that multimodal social media posts 

should be understood as social semiotic resources that actively shape interpretation and 

emotional resonance. Thus, an image of a pastor mid-sermon, captioned with “You’re 

invited” or tagged with #ComeAsYouAre, constitutes not just a digital announcement but a 

religious invitation. It communicates authority through pastoral presence, identity through 

inclusive language and community through the construction of belonging. 

 

Analysis of Instagram posts from the View Church and the church website frames online 

content as a communicative system in which meaning emerges from the interaction of visual 

and textual elements. Recurring slogans such as “Changed lives changing lives” and “You 

belong here” function as repeated symbolic cues that project and reinforce the theological 
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identity of the church. These cues serve as building blocks for constructing an online brand of 

religious identity rooted in transformation and inclusivity. Each post or webpage is not 

isolated but embedded within a broader narrative strategy, reinforcing the church’s values and 

vision through repetition and aesthetic coherence. As Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) argue, 

visual elements such as framing, composition and salience combine with text to produce a 

unified system of meaning, while Paterson (2009) highlights that religious organisations use 

digital media to actively construct theological identity and community, demonstrating that 

online artefacts are intentional communicative acts rather than passive content. 

 

Time is another key conceptual element in this study. The Instagram feed and website updates 

are treated as temporally structured texts, where meaning is shaped by continuity and change. 

Repeated posts, evolving hashtags, and thematic content allow digital communications to 

convey narrative progression and reinforce values over time. Similarly, the View Church’s 

online communications, including calls to action, seasonal messages, and sermon series, 

reflect shifts in focus, reinforce long-term theological commitments, and track the evolving 

narrative of religious authority and community. The chronological organisation of data thus 

permits analysis not only of individual posts but also of broader patterns and developments 

within the church’s digital ministry. As Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) note, visual and 

textual elements combine across time to create coherent meaning systems, while Jones and 

Hafner (2012) emphasise that online texts must be understood as dynamic communicative 

acts that evolve and accumulate significance over temporal sequences. 

 

To ground this analysis within the broader field of digital religion, this research draws on the 

work of Ameli and Campbell. Ameli (in Campbell 2012, 68) defines digital religion as “the 

movement of real religious experiences, practices and structures into online spaces.” This 

view recognises digital platforms not as a parallel reality but as legitimate spaces for religious 

practice. Campbell (2012, 81) adds that “digital religion involves the creative adaptation of 

traditional beliefs within personalised online environments” where technology becomes a 

tool for curating religious expression. In this way, the View Church’s online presence is 

conceptualised as an extension of its offline faith community rather than a substitute. 

 

This blending of the digital and physical spheres is essential to how religious authority is 

mediated. Ameli (2009, 212) argues that online platforms enable religious institutions to 

“bridge the gap between the real and virtual world created in a modern technological 
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society.” The View Church uses digital space to extend pastoral leadership, communicate 

doctrine, and invite participation, mirroring offline authority in a digital format. Campbell 

(2012) also highlights how digital religion enables both maintenance and expansion of 

religious relationships, noting that “online platforms allow religious communities to connect 

with members and seekers across spatial and temporal divides” (18). 

 

Finally, Stephan O’Leary (1996) underscores the intimacy and depth of online religious 

encounters, observing that in digital religious spaces, “believers shared a more intimate 

connection than he had expected” (790). His insight pushes scholars to see digital religion not 

as secondary but as a genuine site of community formation and spiritual connection. In this 

research, Instagram posts, hashtags, and website texts are treated as primary fieldwork sites 

that reveal how digital religious identity is expressed, how spiritual community is fostered, 

and how authority is performed. 

 

Together, these frameworks enable a rich, textually grounded understanding of the View 

Church’s digital content as an integrated strategic form of religious communication. The data 

is not merely collected; it is read as a layered symbolic and narrative form of online theology. 

 

Data Analysis 

This study employs critical discourse analysis to interpret the data collected during fieldwork. 

The research is guided by three central themes: religious authority, identity, and community. 

These themes inform the coding and categorisation of digital content drawn from the View 

Church’s website and Instagram platforms. The analysis focuses on how the church 

communicates and mediates these themes through its digital presence. Critical discourse 

analysis is used to explore the underlying language, structures, and power dynamics that 

shape these representations. This method allows for a deeper examination of why the View 

Church presents its authority, identity, and community in specific ways, and how these 

discursive choices reflect broader institutional aims or ideological positions. The following 

section outlines the analytical framework and methods employed to address the main 

research question of this thesis. 
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Sampling 

This study employs a structured or systematic sampling approach to analyse the content of 

the View Church’s website and Instagram presence between January and September 2024. 

Structured sampling is especially useful when researchers require a consistent and 

representative subset of texts from a broader population, particularly when analysing large or 

dynamic databases such as social media. As Roof (2011, 69) notes, content analysts often 

face the same sampling challenges as other researchers, namely the need to acquire a sample 

that is both representative and manageable. In cases where a complete census is not feasible, 

such as in the continuous flow of digital content, a systematic sampling strategy provides a 

controlled and replicable framework to identify relevant texts aligned with the research 

questions. Sampling in this study was guided by the theoretical framework of religious 

authority, identity, and community, ensuring that data collection remained grounded in 

themes central to the study of digital religion. 

 

The research draws on content analysis methodology to examine posts, captions, visuals, and 

website texts according to defined categories and units of analysis. Krippendorff (1980, cited 

in Nelson and Woods 2011, 113) identifies thematic units, which are repeating patterns of 

ideas or treatments, as particularly suitable for religious studies where latent meanings and 

constructed identities are central. Sampling from View Church’s content thus entails selecting 

posts and website segments that reflect these recurring themes. As emphasised by Nelson and 

Woods (2011, 112), “researchers must select texts relevant to their research questions” and 

ensure that the coding system has both face and construct validity. In this case, codes were 

developed in line with existing literature on religious digital expressions, tested for clarity, 

and applied to the sampled data to enable both qualitative interpretation and quantitative 

analysis of trends. This approach allows for a nuanced and reliable exploration of religious 

communication in a digital context. 

 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

This dissertation applies Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to examine how the View Church 

constructs religious authority, identity, communication, relationships, and power through its 

digital media, particularly its Instagram account and official website. CDA offers a lens to 
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uncover how language and images function within larger ideological and social structures, 

allowing us to analyse religion as discourse in an online context. 

 

First, CDA emphasises the significance of context in shaping meaning. Huckin, Andrus, and 

Clary-Lemon (2012) explain that CDA “aims to investigate critically social inequality as it is 

expressed, constituted and legitimised by language use” (107). Bhatia (2010) similarly 

explains that institutional discourse is embedded in broader societal expectations and power 

relations (173). In applying CDA to View Church, this dissertation examines the 

circumstances, such as timing, audience, and theological intent, surrounding Instagram posts 

and website content to uncover hidden meanings. For example, a New Year’s post carrying 

specific themes of renewal was shared in alignment with the church’s calendar and spiritual 

objectives. 

 

Second, CDA reveals how religious identity is intentionally shaped through discourse. Hjelm 

(2011) asserts that religious identities are not innate but are “actively produced through 

discourse” (134). Price (1999) adds that structured identities carry specific meanings and are 

promoted by religious institutions as part of their identity work (583). Within View Church’s 

content, slogans such as “Changed lives changing lives” and hashtags like #ComeAsYouAre 

function as deliberate identity markers. These expressions not only brand the community but 

also invite both current and prospective followers into a narrative of transformation and 

belonging. 

 

Third, CDA examines communication as an interactive process shaped by ideology. Bhatia 

discusses discourse as structured conversation between speakers and audiences that 

reproduces institutional norms (2010, 175). Wijsen (2010) takes this further by explaining 

that organisations use discourse strategically to guide public perception (545). This study 

treats metrics such as likes, comments, shares, and hashtags as part of a dialogic process 

where the View Church frames and controls conversation. A post captioned “You belong 

here,” for instance, is a performative act of inclusion that invites engagement and aligns with 

the church’s evangelistic goals. 

 

Fourth, CDA explores the formation of social relationships through discourse. Hjelm (2011) 

notes that social relationships are “constructed through language rather than naturally given” 

(137). Price also recognises that religious language cultivates communal bonds among 
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participants (1999, 589). Huckin et al. affirm that CDA can reveal how language encodes 

structures of inclusion and exclusion in these relationships (2012, 100). In the case of View 

Church, relational phrases like “Together” or the hashtag #tygers foster a sense of collective 

belonging. These discursive acts collectively build and reinforce a relational network that 

shapes community identity. 

 

Finally, CDA interrogates power dynamics within discourse. Huckin et al. (2012) highlight 

the importance of analysing silence and omission, observing that “what is not said or written 

can be as important, if not more so, than what is” (118). Price similarly emphasises that 

discourse serves as a site for institutional control and ideological propagation (1999, 585). 

This study examines how View Church asserts authority through evocative leadership 

imagery, calls to action, and theological framing, while minimising dissenting narratives. For 

example, sermons emphasising obedience and unity, while avoiding critical engagement, 

reveal subtle mechanisms of influence and doctrinal boundary-setting. 

 

By integrating these five analytical lenses, CDA transforms the analysis of digital religious 

content from mere description to a deep interrogation of how View Church actively 

constructs authority, identity, community, and power through its digital texts. A single 

Instagram post featuring the lead pastor with the caption “You’re invited” serves as a case 

study that reflects all five dimensions: it frames authority, invites communal belonging, 

initiates dialogical engagement, constructs relationships, and subtly asserts institutional 

power. Through this integrative approach, the research exposes the layered and dynamic 

nature of religious discourse in digital environments. 

 

Internet Research Ethics 

As this thesis is based entirely on internet research, with no personal interviews or fieldwork 

conducted, it is necessary to engage deeply with the ethical frameworks that govern online 

research. Internet research ethics requires a careful balance between researcher responsibility, 

participant autonomy, and the public nature of digital spaces. This balance becomes more 

complex in the digital age, where social media, websites, and other online platforms offer 

unprecedented access to information while simultaneously blurring the boundaries between 

public and private domains. 
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Douglas E. Cowan (2011) outlines two foundational ethical principles in social scientific 

research: disclosure and informed consent. These principles demand that researchers identify 

themselves and clarify the nature of their work to participants, while participants must give 

informed consent before research begins. However, as Cowan explains, “the Internet... 

presents a significant challenge (and a not-insignificant temptation) to both principles” (2011, 

460). Researchers may be tempted to create false identities to access marginal or secretive 

groups, particularly in digital religious communities where anonymity and pseudonymity are 

common. Cowan (2011) reflects on his own research in modern paganism, observing that he 

could have posed as “an Afro-Caribbean Santería priestess, an eager neophyte Druid... or a 

New Age shaman” and that “there would be no way for respondents to know with whom they 

were dealing” (460). Such possibilities raise serious ethical concerns, especially considering 

the accepted consensus that covert research is “no longer considered responsible or ethical” 

(Cowan 2011, 460). 

 

Another ethical challenge Cowan addresses is the practice of lurking, by entering digital 

forums or social platforms without participating or revealing one’s identity. This is compared 

to “eavesdropping at the mall or drift[ing] from group to group at a cocktail party,” where 

researchers observe and potentially record data while remaining invisible (Cowan 2011, 461). 

While some argue that content posted in public forums is freely available, Cowan urges 

researchers to differentiate between open-access and semi-private spaces, especially where 

group membership or approval is required. The ethical implications intensify in spaces where 

users may perceive privacy, even if the technical setting is public. 

 

Buchanan and Hvizdak (2009) expand on these issues by focusing on the role of trust, user 

perception, and platform governance. They assert that online research must consider how 

digital environments often “create a false sense of privacy,” leading users to share personal or 

sensitive content without fully grasping its public exposure (Buchanan and Hvizdak 2009, 2). 

Furthermore, while organisations typically manage who can post and what content is visible, 

this gatekeeping does not absolve researchers from their ethical obligations. In fact, 

researchers must still evaluate whether participants have knowingly and voluntarily shared 

content. As Buchanan and Hvizdak (2009) point out, “just because information is publicly 

accessible does not mean using it is ethically unproblematic” (3). This ethical distinction is 

especially important in religious or sensitive contexts, where cultural norms and expectations 

around privacy may vary significantly. 
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Bush, Venable, and Bush (2000) offer practical insights into how researchers can uphold 

ethical standards when engaging with social media content. They explain that while the 

Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR) does not enforce strict regulations, it offers a 

range of reflective questions to guide researchers in protecting privacy and dignity (Bush et 

al. 2000). A central concern they raise is the use of identifiable content such as photos or 

videos of individuals. They question whether individuals featured on organisational social 

media platforms are aware of, and have consented to, their photos or videos being posted. In 

the South African context, this is particularly relevant, as the Protection of Personal 

Information Act (POPIA) requires organisations to obtain explicit consent before publishing 

identifiable content. Therefore, any thesis involving internet research in South Africa must 

ensure that featured individuals have granted informed permission, aligning with national 

data protection laws. 

 

The Internet Research Ethics Guidelines 3.0 (IRE 3.0) further expand on these issues by 

offering comprehensive guidance for ethical internet research. The guidelines emphasise that 

internet research ethics should be rooted in “accountability, trust, and transparency” (Franzke 

et al. 2020). While the digital environment allows religious organisations to express 

themselves freely, it also permits researchers access to a wide range of publicly shared 

content. However, the IRE cautions that researchers must be mindful of how they collect, 

store, and represent data, stating that “the integrity of the data can be lost, allowing for 

misrepresentation” (Franzke et al. 2020). Ethical internet research, therefore, demands secure 

data management and a commitment to accurate and respectful representation. These 

principles are especially important in dynamic online environments where context can be 

easily stripped or misunderstood. 

 

Cowan (2011) also warns that as digital communication becomes more normalised, its 

significance in shaping religious life might be underestimated. Drawing a comparison with 

the telephone, which revolutionised religious communication but eventually faded into the 

background of everyday life, he cautions: “Precisely because the telephone is such a 

ubiquitous technology... its central role in these phenomena has gone all but unremarked” 

(Cowan 2011, 469). He poses a critical question: will the same fate befall the Internet as it 

becomes more deeply embedded in the cultural fabric? This thesis, therefore, not only 

investigates religious engagement online but also does so with rigorous attention to ethical 
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considerations. Upholding these ethical standards ensures that the research conducted is 

responsible, transparent, and respectful of the communities it examines. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has established the research design, methodology, and conceptual framework 

guiding the study of how View Church Tygerberg Hills mediates religious authority, identity, 

and community through its digital platforms. Employing a qualitative case study approach, 

the research situates itself within broader scholarly conversations on religion and digital 

media. By focusing on the church’s Instagram and official website, the study not only 

explores practical digital practices but also engages with larger questions around religious 

communication, representation, and power in online environments. The chapter introduced 

the research questions and objectives, emphasising the use of a qualitative lens that values 

interpretive meaning and symbolic communication in examining how digital platforms shape 

communal and theological identities. 

 

The chapter further justified the case study methodology, highlighting its capacity to provide 

thick descriptions and theoretical insights grounded in empirical data. Ethical considerations 

were addressed through adherence to Internet Research Ethics 3.0 guidelines, ensuring 

respectful and responsible handling of publicly accessible data. The coding strategy, informed 

by established scholarship, categorised content into religious authority, identity, and 

community, facilitating thematic analysis. Recognising the multimodal nature of digital 

content, the study draws on literature that sees language, imagery, and symbolism as integral 

to digital theology. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) was positioned as the primary 

interpretive tool, revealing the ideological structures and power dynamics within the church’s 

online discourse. Together, these components form a rigorous foundation for subsequent 

chapters, which will apply this framework to offer an in-depth analysis of View Church’s 

digital mediation of religion in the contemporary era. 
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Chapter 5 - Analysing the Digital Platforms of View 

Church 

Introduction 

This chapter focuses on analysing the digital presence of View Church through its official 

website and Instagram page, which serve as primary sources for data collection and 

interpretation. Digital media platforms play a unique role in contemporary communication by 

enabling communities to mediate messages, shape identities, and create a sense of belonging 

beyond traditional religious or secular institutions. Between January 2024 and September 

2024, content and interactions on these platforms were systematically observed and 

documented, with the aim of understanding how View Church constructs its religious 

authority, identity, and community in the online space. 

 

Guided by the central research question: How can one provide a thick description of View 

Church’s social media platforms?, this chapter offers a detailed and interpretive account of 

the church’s digital communication strategies. The analysis focuses on how religious 

authority, identity, and community are expressed and negotiated across the website and 

Instagram page, revealing the symbolic and cultural meanings embedded within the church’s 

online presence. Instead of evaluating the platforms’ effectiveness or intentions, the chapter 

aims to describe how these core themes emerge and function, offering insight into the 

complex ways in which View Church engages its digital audience. 

 

Analysis of the View Church Website 

There are various aspects to consider when it comes to the website of The View Church. In 

Chapter 4, a thick description of the digital platform of the website was provided. In this 

chapter, the thick description will analyse the View Church website with reference to the 

theory and literature which this dissertation aims to understand, as outlined in Chapters 3 and 

4.  

 

The primary colours of the website are yellow and black. In terms of the theory of colour 

psychology, black is associated with power and authority (Verywell Mind 2025a), while 
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yellow is associated with happiness and energy (Verywell Mind 2025b). These four symbolic 

meanings are central to the View Church. Power and authority are vested in the pastors of the 

View Church; however, they also aim to mediate this authority to their followers. Happiness 

and energy are the effects that the church community offers individuals, allowing them to 

share their positive energy and enabling them to feel happy when they are in the View 

Church. On the home page of View Church, there is an illustration depicting six individuals, 

three females and three males, standing with posters in their hands. Two of these individuals, 

who are people of colour, will be referred to as coloured in the South African context, and 

four are white. One of the coloured males has dreadlocks, which in the religious sphere is a 

hairstyle associated with the New Religious Movement of Rastafarianism rather than 

primarily with Christianity. The message seen in this picture on the home page of the View 

Church is hence that they are a church for everyone, promoting the sense of inclusivity that 

the organisation sets out to convey. This visual presentation of colour, imagery, and 

symbolism demonstrates how digital media communicates religious meaning to audiences, 

reflecting the processes described in mediation of meaning. At the same time, the use of these 

digital representations illustrates how media platforms shape the communication of identity 

and authority within religious communities, supporting the mediatisation perspective while 

complementing the RSST framework used in this study. 

 

On the home page of the website there is an item entitled “Next Steps.” Within this item, 

some subsections use the personal pronoun “your.” The use of the word “your” provides the 

potential follower with the understanding that they must take steps and make moves in order 

to be saved in a religious context. There are three sub-sections in “Next Steps” that convey a 

particular understanding of the View Church. Baptism is the first sub-section one sees. The 

picture linked to this is of a black woman being baptised; she, too, has dreadlocks. Hence, the 

message of inclusion is reinforced in this section of the findings. The second sub-section is 

the Growth Track. The democratic nature of the View Church is evident in the image for this 

sub-section, which shows a coloured woman hugging a white woman. This suggests that the 

racial divides of South African society are not active in the View Church and promotes the 

impression that all individuals, regardless of race or hairstyle, are welcome in the View 

Church. Finally, on the home page, there is a tab linked to the dedication of children to the 

View Church. This tab features a small child holding a poster, smiling and laughing, again 

illustrating the meaning of the colour yellow, as stated above in this chapter, with pictures on 

the View Church website showcasing happiness among its followers. These images on the 
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home page of the View Church website provide followers with a rounded view of the themes 

and messages the View Church aims to convey, helping individuals to construct the desired 

understanding. The use of images, personal pronouns, and visual symbolism illustrates how 

the website mediates religious meaning to its audience, reflecting processes highlighted in 

mediation of meaning. Simultaneously, the structuring of the “Next Steps” pathway 

demonstrates how digital platforms shape engagement and participation, supporting the 

mediatisation perspective while reinforcing RSST’s focus on deliberate technological 

adoption aligned with church values and community priorities. 

 

Beyond the home page, the View Church website features several navigational tabs, one of 

the most significant being the “Next Steps” section. This section is explicitly designed to 

guide individuals through a structured process of engagement with the church, offering seven 

clear actions intended to draw newcomers into deeper involvement with the organisation. 

These actions include prayer and fasting, baptism, joining View Groups, participating in 

Growth Track, enrolling in Night College courses, dedicating children, joining ministries 

through “Party Starters,” and accessing a range of resources. Collectively, these steps reflect 

not only opportunities for spiritual growth but also a systematic recruitment strategy aimed at 

integrating individuals into the life of the church. 

 

Prayer and fasting, presented as the first step, is framed as a spiritual practice essential for 

reconnecting with God. The website even includes guidance for children’s fasting, signalling 

the church’s intention to involve all family members in religious discipline from an early age. 

Baptism, another key step, is positioned as a public declaration of faith and a formal 

commitment to the church community. View Groups extend this process by providing 

multiple forms of community support, family, single-sex, youth, and mixed groups, ensuring 

that nearly every demographic has an accessible entry point into the church’s relational 

networks. Similarly, the “Join a Team” section encourages individuals to take on active roles 

in ministries, reinforcing commitment through service. 

 

Other features such as Night College courses, children’s dedication, and resource tabs 

(including online courses on marriage, parenting, finances, and curated Spotify worship 

playlists) extend the recruitment process by offering sustained pathways for involvement. 

Even seemingly supportive measures, such as requiring details about parents’ marital status 

for children’s dedication, signal how the church embeds particular value frameworks into its 
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recruitment mechanisms. While framed as spiritual support and personal growth, these 

elements function to both attract and retain members, encouraging them to commit not only 

spiritually but socially and institutionally. 

 

Taken together, the “Next Steps” tab illustrates how the View Church strategically uses its 

website as a tool of recruitment and integration. The platform does not merely provide 

general information but instead actively structures a pathway that leads potential followers 

from initial interest to full participation in the church community. By mediating religious 

authority and providing structured instructions for belonging, the website functions less as a 

neutral communication platform and more as a digital gateway into membership, growth, and 

loyalty within the View Church. 

 

Mediating Digital Religion through View Church Instagram 

The Instagram page of View Church features numerous posts and reels, as stated in Chapter 

4; however, this part of the dissertation is structured differently. Various aspects of the View 

Church shared on their Instagram are examined, and an explanation and description of these 

events is provided. The description of the View Church Instagram will be divided into five 

groups: sermon, church image, promotion, testimony and worship. 

 

Sermons 

Sermons are not posted, but images from the sermons are posted with captions. The captions 

on Instagram are worth noting. The phrases used promote or mediate the amazing sermons 

the pastors have delivered, and all the posts linked to the sermons have positive captions that 

cast the pastors in a positive light. An example is from January 2024: “Ps Dino brought an 

amazing word.” The church operates its Instagram account; therefore, the church itself is 

saying that its pastors have delivered an “amazing word.” This self-promotion is a key aspect 

of the church’s social media strategy, as it helps to shape the perception of the pastors and the 

church. In March 2024, the caption read: “Ps Dino preached a phenomenal Word on 

Scripture.” Again, the word choice is important. The word “phenomenal” is used to convey a 

particular impression of the preaching. This is not only the caption for the preaching of the 

lead pastor, Dino, but also for that of his wife, Pastor Kelly. In June, a caption read: “Our lead 

Pastor, Kelly, brought an incredible Word on Jude.” All three of the examples above show 
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how the View Church uses words in the captions accompanying their sermon posts to 

position the follower in a particular manner. This demonstrates how mediatisation supports 

RSST in understanding the ways in which religious actors actively shape digital content to 

reinforce authority, communicate values, and engage communities within online religious 

spaces. 

 

Church Image 

A church’s image is something that Instagram will automatically mediate by the individual 

merely posting and sharing information. A common theme reflected on the website and now 

on Instagram is the open and welcoming nature of View Church. There are photographs of 

three parking assistants in one post, three males of different races: one white male, one black 

male, and one male of mixed race. The image of the View Church that is shared or mediated 

is that this religious organisation is inclusive of all racial groups and that all individuals will 

have a position or place in serving at the View Church. There are also images of couples with 

children; for example, the family image on the Instagram page features a mixed-race couple, 

again promoting the racially inclusive message of the View Church. Apart from the inclusion 

of individuals based on race, there are also inclusions based on ability. There is an image 

posted on Instagram of a woman of a certain age in a wheelchair. Again, this demonstrates 

the inclusive nature of View Church, showing that it is a space for all individuals, regardless 

of their ability or disability. This message of inclusivity is also seen in the background images 

of posts. In January of 2024, the View Church posted a picture of individuals worshipping 

and singing. On the slide behind them there was a message: “Welcome, grab a coffee and 

connect with us.” This promotes the theme of inviting and mediating inclusive energy, 

indicating that all individuals are welcome at View Church and that the Church wishes to 

establish a connection with everyone. In this description of the image of the View Church that 

is promoted and mediated on Instagram, one can see how the View Church promotes itself 

and the messages it wishes to convey to its followers. This strategic curation and sharing of 

images demonstrate how the interpretive processes highlighted in mediation of meaning 

support RSST’s emphasis on the active negotiation of technology to reflect the church’s 

authority, values, and communal identity. 
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Promotion 

Promoting events and the organisation is crucial when trying to convey a particular message 

to followers. Instagram provides a platform for the View Church to promote a range of 

events, activities, and programmes to convey their message to the public. Past events are 

promoted on the Instagram of the View Church. One example is a reel that was posted of the 

View Church and the View Kids Church, showing images of children on the jumping castle 

and individuals from the View Church looking after the children. Student views are also 

promoted, showing young people interacting. The interaction is not staged, as it is shown to 

be taking place in someone’s house, with popcorn, cold drinks, games, a braai, and even a 

dog in the pictures. These two posts on the Instagram page convey a message of fun and 

enjoyment and a location that welcomes all individuals, regardless of age. It also 

complements the website with its tabs for the different groups that View Church offers. The 

Instagram page hence serves as a confirmation of the theory presented on the website. There 

is also the promotion of a whole-church event on a sports field, labelled “Team Night.” The 

entire View Church community is engaged in various activities: playing games, dancing, 

running around, eating, all while having a great time. There is a sense of enjoyment and 

positive energy in the images, emphasising the strong sense of community at View Church. 

One video features a range of individuals from the church promoting the church’s values. In 

this video, individuals are engaging in various activities related to their ministry and using the 

phrase “I am a Tyger, of course, I…”. This is an example of the View Church mediating its 

beliefs and values and demonstrating that its community lives by these values; it is not just a 

theory. Instagram provides a concrete image to support the information shared on the website. 

The final promotion that can be noted consists of the two pastors of the View Church 

promoting their invitation to individuals to attend church. Pastor Dino makes a statement in 

this video, saying, “Church is not about the building, it is about the people.” This message is 

central to the View Church, as evident in the chapters above; there is clear evidence that the 

View Church is about people, including all people, and inviting them to their church. 

Therefore, the promotion that View Church shares on its Instagram showcases a range of the 

products it offers to the public, fostering a strong sense of belonging and connection within 

the community. 
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Worship and Testimony 

The final two aspects that are mediated on the Instagram account of the View Church are 

worship and testimony. The description of these elements will be placed in a single section to 

provide clarity and enhance understanding. Worship is posted every week, along with images 

from the Sunday service. In the worship team, there is a drum kit, a guitar, singers, and a 

keyboard. One image linked to worship shows the worship team performing, with disco 

lighting used during their singing. The use of disco lighting, with its vibrant and dynamic 

nature, and neon colours like pink, green, and purple, is intended to create a visually 

engaging and lively worship experience distinct from that of a traditional church setting. 

 

Worship is created and constructed by the View Church to convey a particular message, but 

testimony is the mediating of the lived experiences of individuals. The View Church plays a 

significant role in the lives of the individuals who share their testimonies. Three testimonies 

have been posted, all in written form and not in video or audio format. The testimonies 

consist of three to five slides of writing that tell the story of how fasting, and prayer helped 

different individuals achieve specific goals in their lives. One was a mother and daughter 

praying for school placement, another was that of a brother praying that his family would 

accept Jesus, and one was a woman joining the View Church after her family had passed 

away and she had lost everything. Today she is married and has regained everything she had 

lost. These stories or testimonies are messages from followers of the View Church who set 

out to share what changed in their lives after being active or after joining the View Church. In 

the testimonies of individuals, the View Church can be seen as a mediator of the message that 

aligns with its motto ‘changing lives,’ because the lives of people have changed when they 

are connected to the View Church. This provides a comprehensive understanding of the 

digital platforms of the View Church. The rounded image will now be used to demonstrate 

the links between mediated religious authority, identity, and community. This chapter will 

provide additional insight into how the mediation of religious authority, identity, and 

community in the View Church has been approached, considering the literature and theory 

presented earlier in this dissertation. This thick description, in line with the understanding 

provided in Chapter 4, will identify key aspects of how the website and Instagram account 

relate to religious authority, identity, and community, as well as how these digital platforms 

contribute to the functional structure of the View Church. 
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Bringing Together the Digital Landscape: Website and Instagram 

The View Church’s digital presence, via its website and Instagram presence, serves as a 

strategic tool for communicating its identity, values, and vision. These platforms are not 

merely informative but actively construct meaning and mediate religious authority, 

community, and identity. The following provides a critical summary and analysis of the 

history and background shared on these platforms, identifying the deeper narrative embedded 

in their digital design and communication strategies. 

 

The website offers a structured overview of the church’s mission and operations. Visually, it 

is dominated by black and yellow, which are colours loaded with symbolism. Black, typically 

associated with power and authority, aligns with the centralised pastoral leadership of View 

Church, while yellow conveys energy and happiness, reflecting the affective environment the 

church seeks to create. These visual cues establish a tone that positions the church as both 

spiritually authoritative and emotionally supportive. 

 

The homepage immediately communicates a message of inclusion and diversity, with a 

banner image featuring racially diverse individuals. Notably, a male figure with dreadlocks, a 

hairstyle often linked to Rastafarianism, signals the church’s attempt to transcend traditional 

Christian aesthetics. This visual rhetoric implies that the View Church is open to all, 

regardless of race or cultural background, and seeks to construct an image of broad 

accessibility. 

 

The “Next Steps” section introduces a clear pathway for spiritual and personal growth. It uses 

the second person pronoun, such as in “your baptism” or “your journey”, which 

individualises the faith experience while subtly placing responsibility on the follower to act. 

The section includes practices like prayer, fasting, baptism, and joining ministry teams. Each 

of these steps is visually supported by racially diverse imagery, reinforcing the message of 

inclusion. However, elements like the requirement to state one’s marital status during child 

dedication subtly assert normative values around family structures. This reveals an 

underlying tension: while the church’s outward image promotes inclusivity, certain traditional 

expectations remain intact. 
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The Instagram page functions as a lived extension of the website, visually reinforcing the 

same themes. Posts are grouped into categories: sermons, church image, promotions, 

worship, and testimonies. Sermon posts feature highly affirmative language like 

“phenomenal,” “amazing,” and “incredible,” used to describe the preaching of Pastors Dino 

and Kelly. These captions serve not just as compliments but as deliberate acts of mediating 

religious authority, constructing the pastors as spiritually insightful and worthy of admiration. 

 

The church’s image on Instagram is consistently inclusive. Posts show diverse racial 

representation across different forms of service, such as volunteer parking assistants, worship 

teams, and family groups. Individuals with disabilities and elderly members are also featured, 

extending the church’s image as an accessible and welcoming space. Aesthetic cues, such as 

disco lighting during worship or casual social gatherings, align the church with contemporary 

cultural practices, making it attractive to younger, urban audiences. 

 

Promotional posts extend this message of community through images of children’s activities, 

youth events, and full-church gatherings like “Team Night.” These images portray the View 

Church as a vibrant, joyful, and participatory community. Importantly, these events mirror the 

categories on the website, suggesting a cohesive digital strategy in which Instagram confirms 

the structured paths outlined online. 

 

Finally, testimonies shared via Instagram offer intimate insights into the transformative 

experiences of church members. These narratives, centred on themes like healing, provision, 

and emotional restoration, act as authentic affirmations of the church’s motto, “Changing 

Lives.” The use of plain language and slideshow format places emphasis on the story, not the 

production, which increases relatability and credibility. 

 

In sum, the View Church’s digital platforms communicate a carefully curated narrative. They 

establish pastoral authority, invite individuals into an inclusive, though selectively normative, 

community, and provide structured pathways for spiritual engagement. Through cohesive 

visuals, affirming language, and emotionally resonant storytelling, the church constructs itself 

as a modern, diverse, and purpose-driven organisation. These platforms are not simply 

extensions of the church, they are sites of meaning-making, mediating identity, authority, and 

community in deeply intentional ways. 
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Religious Authority Through Digital Platforms 

The religious authority presented on the digital platforms of the View Church aligns with the 

concept of historical understanding as outlined by Heidi Campbell in her Religious-Social 

Shaping of Technology (RSST) framework. According to Campbell (2016, 20), historical 

understanding enables scholars to gain deeper insight into how a religious community's past 

informs its present technological engagements and authority structures. This approach 

encourages an exploration of how the historical roots of a religious organisation are 

communicated digitally, contributing to its legitimacy, identity, and religious influence. The 

View Church effectively demonstrates this by using both its website and Instagram to share 

its origin story and to visually represent its institutional memory. 

 

On the View Church website, there is a dedicated section entitled “About,” which details the 

background of the church. This section provides visitors with a concise history of the 

organisation’s formation, leadership, and core values. It outlines how the church began, when 

it was established, and by whom. This biographical and institutional information allows 

followers or digital visitors to develop a sense of trust and familiarity. In alignment with 

Campbell’s theory, the website uses its digital architecture not only as a repository of current 

activity but also as a digital archive of memory, where followers can learn how the church 

came to be. This enhances the perceived authority of the institution by situating it within a 

linear, knowable, and intentional history. 

 

This historical anchoring is further reinforced through visual representations of the pastors 

and their families on the homepage. These images personalise the church’s leadership and 

link its authority to familial, stable, and relatable figures. By featuring both personal and 

institutional histories, the View Church fosters a sense of continuity and legitimacy, key 

components of religious authority in Campbell’s RSST framework. These visuals and 

narratives do not just describe the past but also serve to mediate present-day leadership 

authority in a way that is both accessible and persuasive to digital audiences. 

 

In addition to textual and photographic storytelling, the View Church embraces the visual 

culture of social media to enhance its historical narrative. Gunner (2018, 189) argues that 

churches can visually construct and communicate their histories through digital 

representation. This is clearly evident in how the View Church is currently promoting its 
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upcoming 6th birthday celebration across its digital platforms. Beginning in January and 

February 2025, the church has actively used both its website and Instagram to announce this 

milestone event and prepare followers for it. The visual elements of these announcements, 

birthday graphics, celebratory reels, nostalgic photos from earlier church events, are not 

merely promotional. They serve a deeper purpose: they visualise institutional memory and 

establish a sense of legacy, even within a relatively short history. 

 

Over the past six years, View Church has strategically utilised its online platforms to cultivate 

its identity and extend its reach. From its inception, digital platforms have played a central 

role in the church’s growth and consolidation. The website has served as a structured tool for 

spiritual formation, providing clear “Next Steps” that outline how individuals can participate 

in practices such as prayer, fasting, baptism, and community engagement. These pathways 

mirror the development of the church itself, starting small and gradually expanding its 

spiritual, educational, and social offerings. Simultaneously, Instagram has functioned as a 

visual diary, capturing moments of worship, celebration, testimony, and service. Through 

consistent visual messaging, the church has maintained a narrative of inclusion, vitality, and 

transformation, positioning itself as a modern, welcoming space for all. 

 

The buildup to the 6-year anniversary illustrates how the View Church blends temporal 

markers (such as birthdays and anniversaries) with digital media to reinforce its story. By 

celebrating this milestone online, the church is not only sharing its history but inviting its 

followers to become co-authors of that history through engagement, attendance, and digital 

sharing. This participatory dynamic deepens the connection between the church’s institutional 

memory and its follower community. 

 

In sum, the digital platforms of the View Church do more than communicate information; 

they construct and mediate a sense of historical continuity and religious authority. In line with 

Campbell’s RSST emphasis on visual representation, the church effectively uses its website 

and Instagram to present a layered narrative: one that tells of origins, celebrates milestones, 

and affirms the present leadership and direction. Through digital storytelling, both visual and 

textual, the View Church sustains its authority while inviting followers into an evolving, 

shared history of faith and community. These digital storytelling practices not only illustrate 

RSST’s focus on historical understanding but are also reinforced by mediatisation and 
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mediation of meaning, as the platforms actively shape religious practice and guide followers’ 

interpretation of authority, identity, and communal belonging. 

 

Religious Identity as Constructed and Performed Online 

In the context of digital religion, religious identity is not merely inherited or static but is 

actively constructed and performed through mediated practices and digital content. Heidi 

Campbell (2016, 20), in her Religious-Social Shaping of Technology (RSST) framework, 

emphasises that religious identity is deeply rooted in the core values and traditions of a 

religious community, and that these values inform how a religious group chooses to present 

itself online. For Campbell, it is not just the messages shared that matter, but the underlying 

value system that shapes media practices. These values guide what is posted, how it is posted, 

and why it is shared. 

 

The View Church’s digital platforms, its website and Instagram, offer a rich case study in 

how identity is both constructed and performed through digital media. On its website, the 

church explicitly outlines its core values, which are then embodied and enacted in the content 

it posts on Instagram. These values are summarised through the metaphor of being a “Tyger,” 

which represents traits such as joy, love, inclusivity, service, devotion, and transformation. 

These traits are not abstract; rather, they become the building blocks of a collective digital 

identity that followers are invited to embrace and perform. 

 

Instagram, as a visual and interactive platform, plays a key role in the performance of 

identity. Joy, for instance, is a repeated theme across images and reels. Smiling faces, bright 

colours, laughter during events, children playing on jumping castles, and communal 

gatherings at “Team Night” all visually communicate a religious identity rooted in 

celebration and positivity. The use of neon lighting and upbeat music in worship scenes 

further reinforces a sense of energy and vibrancy. These choices are not random; they are 

intentional expressions of what the church wants its community to feel and be known for. 

 

Similarly, love and inclusivity are visually embedded in Instagram posts. The View Church 

frequently features racially diverse individuals in a variety of roles: parking assistants, 

worship leaders, pastors, and volunteers. One notable image shows three parking assistants, 

one white, one black, and one coloured male, smiling as they greet attendees. Another post 
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highlights a woman in a wheelchair attending a service. These posts signal a clear value: 

everyone belongs, regardless of race, age, or physical ability. Such inclusivity, while common 

in mission statements, is rarely so consistently represented visually. The View Church not 

only states inclusivity as a value, but it also performs it in its media content. 

 

Devotion to God, another key element of the View Church identity, is performed through the 

mediation of sermons and worship. Sermon posts on Instagram are often accompanied by 

affirming captions such as “Ps Dino brought an amazing word” or “Our lead Pastor, Kelly, 

brought an incredible Word on Jude.” These captions are more than compliments—they are a 

performative act of constructing spiritual authority and aligning the identity of the 

community with committed God-fearing leadership. The repetition of phrases like “brought 

the word” reinforces a sense of ongoing revelation, suggesting that the church is a site of 

divine communication. Worship photos also play into this identity, often showing the worship 

team in emotional engagement, hands raised, with dynamic lighting and instruments. These 

visual cues signal that worship at View Church is not only a ritual but an embodied 

expression of devotion. 

 

Further reinforcing the church’s values is the use of testimonies, which provide narrative 

evidence of transformation, a core identity marker of the View Church, aligned with its motto 

“Changing Lives.” Testimonies shared in text-based slideshows detail personal journeys: a 

mother and daughter praying for school placement, a man fasting for his family’s salvation, 

or a woman who rebuilt her life after loss. These stories are framed to reflect the values of 

faith, perseverance, and community support, implicitly encouraging followers to see 

themselves as participants in a transformative spiritual narrative. 

 

Campbell’s point that values influence media practices is not only evident in the types of 

content shared but also in their consistency and coherence. The website lays the ideological 

foundation, who the church is, what it believes, and what it offers. Instagram serves as the 

practical extension of that ideology, showcasing those values in real-time and lived 

experience. This dynamic reflects what Katrien Pype (2018, 212) also observes: that digital 

platforms are not just tools for communication but are central to the production and 

circulation of belief systems. They allow communities to both reinforce and reimagine their 

identities in ways that are visually engaging, socially inclusive, and spiritually aspirational. 
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In conclusion, the View Church uses its digital platforms not merely to convey information 

but to construct and perform a shared religious identity rooted in joy, inclusion, 

transformation, and devotion. Through a strategic alignment of visual aesthetics, storytelling, 

and value-driven messaging, the church mediates an identity that followers can adopt, 

imitate, and internalise. Digital media thus becomes the stage on which identity is rehearsed, 

affirmed, and lived. These practices illustrate how RSST’s focus on core values and 

community priorities is reinforced by mediatisation, as digital media transforms 

religious engagement, and by mediation of meaning, as followers interpret and 

internalise the church’s identity and authority through curated content. 

 

Digital Mediation of Religious Community 

The concept of religious community has expanded in the digital era to include digitally 

mediated spaces where belonging, identity, and participation are constructed through 

technology. The View Church exemplifies this shift, using its website and Instagram not 

merely as tools of communication, but as active platforms for building and sustaining 

community. Following Heidi Campbell’s (2016, 20) notion of digital technologies as 

extensions of religious structures and values, the View Church uses these platforms to foster 

spiritual connection, promote inclusion, and structure participation. 

 

On the View Church website, community is mediated through the “Next Steps” tab—a 

structured digital pathway that outlines seven actions a member can take to integrate into 

church life. These include prayer and fasting, baptism, View Groups, Growth Track, joining a 

ministry team, child dedication, and exploring online resources. Each of these represents 

more than an administrative step; they act as entry points into deeper community life. For 

example, View Groups are categorised by life stage and interest, such as mixed adults, single-

sex, youth, and family groups, highlighting how the church digitally scaffolds a place for 

everyone. This reflects a deliberate effort to mirror offline belonging with online structure, 

using digital design to shape a sense of inclusion and communal identity. 

 

This mediated community is further represented through the site’s visual imagery. 

Photographs on the homepage feature a racially and generationally diverse group of 

individuals holding signs of welcome, a visual cue that the church community is inclusive 

and open. The “About Us” section, which includes information on the founding pastors and 
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their families, reinforces the notion of relational leadership. These digital choices present the 

View Church as not only structured and accessible but also deeply personal and human. 

 

On Instagram, the View Church performs and visualises this digital community more 

dynamically. Posts feature joyful gatherings such as Team Night, where members are seen 

eating, dancing, and engaging in group games. Worship moments are captured through 

vibrant images of people singing with raised hands, illuminated by colourful lights. These 

recurring themes, smiling faces, embodied worship, and active service, create a visual 

narrative of a vibrant, engaged community. The portrayal of volunteers in various ministries 

(e.g., coffee making, worship, parking assistance) reinforces the value of participation as 

central to belonging. 

 

Notably, the inclusivity seen on the website is mirrored on Instagram. Images regularly 

showcase individuals of different races, genders, and physical abilities, including a post of an 

older woman in a wheelchair. This visual consistency conveys that community is not 

exclusive to certain demographics but is intended for all. The captioning language, such as 

“You belong here,” or “We can’t wait to see you,” extends this invitation further, giving the 

digital audience a sense of personal connection. 

 

Testimonies posted as multi-slide stories, such as a mother and daughter praying for school 

placement, or a woman rebuilding her life after loss, function as relational anchors within the 

digital community. These real-life narratives affirm that the View Church is a space where 

shared spiritual experiences bind people together. As Campbell argues, these platforms are 

not peripheral, they are central to community formation. The View Church’s website 

structures participation, while its Instagram animates and affirms it, making the digital 

mediation of community a lived and felt reality. These observations demonstrate that RSST’s 

focus on values and community structure is supported by mediatisation, as digital platforms 

transform participation and engagement, and by mediation of meaning, as followers interpret 

and internalise their sense of belonging through curated content and testimonies. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored how the View Church actively constructs and communicates its 

religious authority, identity, and community through its digital platforms, specifically its 
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website and Instagram. Each platform serves a distinct yet complementary purpose. The 

website functions as an informational and structural hub, offering detailed explanations of the 

church’s values, beliefs, history, leadership, and pathways for involvement. It provides 

visitors with foundational knowledge about the church and outlines the practical steps one 

can take to become part of the View Church community. This includes participation in 

ministries, small groups, and outreach initiatives, supported by visual and textual content that 

reinforces a sense of direction and belonging. 

 

In contrast, Instagram serves as a dynamic visual extension of the church’s mission and 

identity. Through curated posts, captions, stories, and reels, the platform performs the values 

outlined on the website. It features content across several categories, sermons, community 

life, events, worship, and personal testimonies, offering an emotionally engaging and 

accessible representation of the church. The language used in captions, particularly for 

sermons, plays a significant role in shaping the church’s image as spiritually impactful and 

pastorally authoritative. 

 

Importantly, these platforms together do more than share content, they mediate key religious 

themes. From a religious authority perspective, the website provides historical grounding, 

positioning the church within a legacy of spiritual leadership and community building. 

Regarding religious identity, the church consistently communicates its core values of joy, 

inclusion, transformation, and devotion, through both its visual and textual content. These 

values inform and guide its media practices, helping followers to understand not only what 

the church believes but how those beliefs are lived. Finally, the digital platforms foster 

religious community by offering both structured engagement (through the website’s “Next 

Steps”) and visual belonging (through Instagram’s diverse representations of church life). 

 

Overall, the View Church uses digital platforms not only to inform but to form, shaping how 

followers perceive the church, how they participate in its community, and how they align 

themselves with its values. Through a consistent and strategic use of media, the View Church 

actively constructs a cohesive religious experience that bridges online and offline spaces. 

 

  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



 109 

Chapter 6 – Mediating Religious Authority, Identity, 

and Community 
 

Introduction 

The rise of digital media has significantly transformed how Pentecostal-Charismatic 

Churches (PCCs) communicate their beliefs, practices, and institutional presence. Social 

media platforms and websites now serve not only as tools for information dissemination but 

also as powerful spaces where religious identity, authority, and community are actively 

constructed and performed. The View Church—a Pentecostal-Charismatic church based in 

South Africa—exemplifies this shift through its strategic use of digital platforms, particularly 

Instagram and its official website. 

 

This chapter explores how The View Church mediates religious authority, constructs a 

distinct religious identity, and fosters a sense of community through its digital presence. By 

analysing content from both Instagram and the church’s website, this chapter investigates 

how these platforms are employed to engage current followers, attract new ones, and 

represent the church to the wider public. 

 

A central thread running through all three areas—authority, identity, and community—in the 

context of digital religion is public representation. This concept plays a key role in 

understanding how The View Church presents itself in digital spaces and how that 

presentation shapes its religious communication. Drawing on both theoretical and empirical 

insights, this chapter examines how public representation becomes a tool for establishing 

legitimacy, cultivating belonging, and reinforcing core values within a digital religious 

context. 

 

Mediating Religious Authority 

Religious authority, as discussed in earlier chapters, refers to the power and legitimacy that 

religious leaders and institutions claim and exercise to influence the beliefs and practices of 

their followers. In the context of digital religion, religious authority is not only asserted 
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through sermons or theological teachings but is also constructed, maintained, and reshaped 

through digital communication. Campbell and Bellar (2023) argue that “authority is granted 

to those with technical knowledge, digital skills, and the size of their network of supporters 

online” (83), emphasising that authority online cannot be reduced to traditional clerical power 

but must be understood as a multilayered and mediated phenomenon. The case study of the 

View Church, a Pentecostal congregation active on Instagram and its official website, offers 

insight into how such mediated authority is enacted in practice. 

 

“You Are Invited”: Asserting Institutional Authority 

The phrase “You are invited” regularly appears on promotional materials, especially on View 

Church’s website and Instagram posts advertising church services. At face value, this phrase 

may seem like a simple welcoming gesture. However, it carries deeper implications of 

institutional authority. By using this phrase, the church positions itself as a gatekeeper of 

access to spiritual community and transformation. Campbell and Bellar (2023, 84) describe 

this as institutional authority, where legitimacy derives from established structures and 

organisations that regulate access to sacred practices. The repetition of this invitation across 

digital platforms transforms a traditional pastoral role into a mediated function, extending the 

church’s authority into algorithm-driven, public-facing spaces. Thus, what might appear as 

hospitality also communicates control over the terms of participation in the community. 

 

“#ChangedLivesChangingLives”: Projecting Transformational Authority 

The phrase “#ChangedLivesChangingLives” serves a complementary function. It reflects a 

theological claim that personal spiritual transformation equips individuals to transform 

others. Campbell and Bellar (2023) note that charismatic authority—once tightly bound to 

the personality of a leader—can now be “mediated and amplified through digital tools that 

allow leaders and members alike to project authenticity and influence” (85). By circulating 

this slogan, View Church legitimises both pastoral and lay authority. Those who have 

experienced transformation become empowered to extend that authority outward, echoing 

Campbell and Bellar’s point that online spaces diffuse power and allow members to 

participate in “redefining what religious legitimacy looks like” (2023, 87). The slogan 

therefore blurs the line between top-down and lateral authority within the community. 
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From the perspective of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), as discussed in Chapter 4 

(Huckin et al. 2012), language is not neutral; it is a medium of power. This phrase implies a 

cycle of transformation, wherein the church facilitates personal change, and those changed 

individuals then act as agents of further change. Authority here is not only top-down (from 

pastors to congregation) but also lateral and communal. Those who have been transformed 

become part of the church’s outreach mechanism, reinforcing the institution’s legitimacy and 

influence. 

 

However, this raises an important question: Who are these “changed lives”? The ambiguity 

leaves room for interpretation but implicitly includes pastors, leaders, and committed 

followers of the View Church. The phrase therefore serves to authorise both leaders and lay 

members as credible witnesses to spiritual transformation. It aligns with Huckin’s (2012) idea 

that textual choices can establish and legitimise institutional authority. 

 

Thus, both “You are invited” and “#ChangedLivesChangingLives” function as discursive 

tools that help construct a digital architecture of religious authority. These phrases promote 

not just the church’s message but also its claim to power, legitimacy, and spiritual 

effectiveness. 

 

Dimensions of Mediated Authority 

While the two phrases above serve as anchoring examples, View Church’s online 

communication reveals a more nuanced, multi-layered approach to authority. The following 

subsections analyse how different types of authority are constructed through the church’s 

digital presence. 

 

Personal Authority 

Pastors Dino and Kelly Cicatello of the View Church exemplify how personal and relational 

forms of religious authority are constructed and sustained in digital contexts. Their images 

and voices are consistently foregrounded on both the church website and Instagram. On the 

website (see Figure 1), phrases like “We are excited to host a life-giving church service” 

employ collective pronouns such as “we” and “our” that suggest a shared identity between 

the pastoral couple and their congregation. This personalisation of language reflects what 

Campbell and Bellar (2023, 78) describe as a defining feature of shifting authority, where 
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“digital media challenges religious institutions by creating space and opportunities for new 

religious authorities to form online.” The use of intimate, inclusive language helps translate 

hierarchical authority into relational proximity, thereby humanising leadership. 

 

 
Figure 1. Lead pastors Dino and Kelly Cicatiello at View Church. Image belongs to 

View Church and is publicly available on the church website. 

 

By framing themselves as emotionally accessible mentors rather than distant institutional 

figures, the Cicatellos enact what Campbell and Bellar (2023) identify as charismatic 

authority, a form of influence “granted based on a specific leader’s personality qualities” 

(83). Their online presence emphasises warmth, enthusiasm, and authenticity, establishing a 

sense of pastoral charisma that aligns with the broader shift of authority “from institutions to 

individuals” (Campbell and Bellar 2023, 80). Here, the church is presented not merely as an 

organisation but as an extension of the pastors’ personal spirituality and values. 

 

On Instagram, this personalisation is deepened through posts such as “Ps Dino brought an 

amazing word” and “Ps Kelly shared an amazing word” (see Figure 2). These captions 

foreground individual rather than collective identity, illustrating how digital platforms “offer 

people a space outside the set boundaries of a religious community or organization to speak 

about their religious beliefs and gain a following” (Campbell and Bellar 2023, 78). The use of 

evaluative adjectives like “amazing” functions as a digital testimonial, affirming each 

pastor’s perceived spiritual authority. Such language transforms the congregation into 
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witnesses and amplifiers of their leaders’ charisma through likes, comments, and shares. 

These interactions exemplify what Campbell and Bellar (2023, 96) term algorithmic 

authority, where visibility and engagement online reinforce legitimacy. 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Instagram posts 

 

This strategic mediation of personal authority reveals the dual dynamic that Campbell and 

Bellar (2023) describe as the paradox of religious authority: “digital media both creates novel 

forms of authority that empower new religious actors and offers established religious 

structures new abilities to exert their power” (79). In the View Church case, the pastors’ 

institutional legitimacy is reinforced, yet their personal branding through images, pronouns, 

and praise operates within the logic of digital influence. Their leadership is thus maintained 

not only through theological instruction but through what Campbell (2021, cited in Campbell 

and Bellar 2023, 89) refers to as digital relationality, an ongoing performance of authenticity, 

accessibility, and charisma mediated through social media. 

 

In essence, the Cicatellos embody the hybrid model of what Campbell and Bellar (2023) 

describe as digital strategists, leaders who “blend the authority associated with the traditional 

roles they hold in their religious community with new levels and spaces of influence achieved 

through their digital experimentation” (95). By merging traditional pastoral authority with the 

communicative affordances of digital media, they maintain theological oversight while 

cultivating a relatable and influencer-style pastoral identity that resonates within a networked 

religious culture. 
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Shifting Authority 

The transition from physical church services to online engagement marks a significant shift in 

how authority is enacted and perceived. View Church actively uses digital platforms to 

promote its services, small groups, and events, targeting various demographics such as youth, 

women, and working adults. This form of digital outreach illustrates what Campbell and 

Bellar (2023) describe as the reconfiguration of authority in digital culture, where “digital 

media creates a space of shifting power relations as established and emerging religious 

authorities are placed on a new playing field where both vie for recognition and influence 

online” (84). Authority is no longer confined to physical space or ecclesial hierarchy but is 

increasingly mediated through online networks and interactive communication. 

 

Ukah (2018) identifies similar developments among African Pentecostal churches, noting that 

online promotion has become a critical strategy for extending religious reach beyond 

traditional congregational boundaries. In the same way, Hackett (2009b) critiques how certain 

religious organisations construct “self-centric digital narratives” that privilege institutional 

branding and visibility over communal engagement. View Church’s promotional use of the 

phrase “You’re Invited” encapsulates this dynamic. The invitation functions both as outreach 

and as branding, transforming evangelism into a digitally curated performance of inclusivity 

and belonging. 

 

As Campbell and Bellar (2023, 96) explain, digital media introduces new systems of 

algorithmic authority, where legitimacy and influence are determined by engagement metrics 

such as likes, shares, and followers. Within this framework, religious power is exercised 

through visibility rather than proximity. The authority once associated with physical presence 

or pastoral oversight now operates through search engine optimisation, visual storytelling, 

and social media marketing. 

 

This mediated authority represents a new mode of religious power, one that leverages 

algorithms, audience targeting, and digital design to construct a persuasive spiritual presence. 

By occupying digital space, View Church asserts itself as a networked religious authority that 

transcends geography and time, remaining continuously accessible to anyone with a 

smartphone or internet connection. This reflects what Campbell and Bellar (2023) call the 
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blending of “traditional roles with new levels and spaces of influence achieved through 

digital experimentation” (95), positioning View Church as both a physical and digital faith 

community whose authority is sustained through constant online visibility. 

 

Relatable Authority 

Another way that View Church mediates authority is through relatability. On its website, the 

church features sermon series with titles such as “How to Sort Out Your Mess” and “Real 

Relationships.” These titles are not theologically dense but are framed around everyday 

concerns. The language is intentionally colloquial, targeting emotions, struggles, and 

relational dynamics familiar to a broad audience. This aligns with what Campbell and Bellar 

(2023, 83) describe as the transformation of traditional charismatic authority into digital 

spaces, where influence depends increasingly on personality, affect, and perceived 

authenticity rather than formal theological expertise. 

 

This form of relatable authority demonstrates that the church understands the lived 

experiences of both followers and potential followers. It positions the institution as 

empathetic, relevant, and responsive. By translating spiritual messages into accessible, 

conversational language, View Church functions as what Campbell and Bellar (2023) call a 

digital strategist—a religious leader or institution that “blends traditional authority with new 

levels and spaces of influence achieved through digital experimentation” (95). Through this 

strategy, View Church redefines authority not through institutional hierarchy but through 

emotional connection and everyday resonance. 

 

Thinane (2022), in his study of the Faith Mission of South Africa, similarly observes how 

religious organisations remain connected to their communities by engaging real-world events 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic. His findings illustrate how contextual engagement fosters 

trust and sustains relevance during periods of disruption. View Church’s approach parallels 

this logic: by addressing timely and practical issues through digital sermons, it performs a 

form of pastoral care that extends beyond physical congregational space into the rhythms of 

everyday life. 

 

Thus, relatable authority functions as a form of contextual legitimacy. It rests not on 

theological training or traditional clerical roles but on the ability to speak into people’s 
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ordinary experiences in accessible and affirming ways. As Campbell and Bellar (2023) note, 

online religious influence increasingly depends on “algorithmic authority,” where credibility 

is reinforced through engagement, visibility, and emotional resonance (96). This mode of 

authority enhances View Church’s influence, particularly among digitally native audiences 

who seek emotional guidance and connection more than doctrinal instruction. 

 

Public Representation and Reciprocal Authority 

Public representation plays a key role in mediating authority, particularly when leadership is 

made visible through shared images, messages, and interactions. One Instagram post (see 

Figure 3) features the View Church pastors wishing followers a Happy New Year. On the 

surface, this appears as a casual social gesture, yet it also performs a symbolic act of 

leadership. Through this post, the pastors exercise what Campbell and Bellar (2023) describe 

as shifting authority, where religious influence “is enacted in new spaces of interaction and 

recognition online” (84). By publicly offering blessings, the pastors affirm their spiritual role 

in a visible, participatory, and socially networked context. 
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Figure 3. Instagram post 

 

The responses of followers further reinforce this mediated authority. In Figure 4, a follower 

comments, “God continue to use you in a mighty way.” The word “mighty” carries 

significant theological and emotional weight, implying strength, divine sanction, and spiritual 

legitimacy. Here, the follower not only acknowledges pastoral authority but frames it as 

divinely endorsed. This exemplifies what Campbell and Bellar (2023) describe as the 

“dialectics and paradox” (88) of online authority, where digital spaces both challenge and 

affirm traditional religious power through interaction and recognition. 
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Figure 4. Instagram posts 

 

Such reciprocity illustrates that digital religious authority is not unidirectional. It depends on 

mutual engagement through likes, comments, and reposts, which function as what Campbell 

and Bellar (2023, 96) term algorithmic rituals—patterns of visibility that validate and amplify 

authority through digital participation. Each act of interaction becomes a micro-performance 

of faith and loyalty, transforming online engagement into a communal ritual of affirmation. 

In this way, View Church uses its digital presence not merely to project authority but to co-

construct it with its followers. The pastors’ posts invite a cycle of affirmation where 

leadership is performed and echoed through audience participation. This exchange enhances 

the church’s credibility and strengthens its networked sense of community. As Campbell and 

Bellar (2023) note, in digital religion, “authority is relational” (89), relying on shared 

recognition and ongoing interaction rather than institutional decree. The View Church’s 

online environment thus becomes a participatory arena where spiritual authority is 

continuously negotiated and renewed through visibility and response. These examples 

demonstrate that while RSST foregrounds the church’s active shaping of digital authority, 

mediatisation shows how digital platforms transform and extend that authority, and mediation 

of meaning illustrates how followers interpret and internalise these practices, collectively 

reinforcing the church’s influence online. 
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Mediating Religious Identity through Digital Platforms 

Religious identity is a dynamic construct shaped by personal belief, community affiliation, 

and institutional messaging. As explored in the literature review, religious identity is no 

longer confined to traditional spaces such as physical churches but is increasingly formed and 

expressed online. In the context of the View Church, a prominent Pentecostal congregation in 

South Africa, digital platforms like Instagram and their official website are central to how the 

church constructs and communicates its religious identity. 

 

This section examines how the View Church mediates its religious identity through key 

phrases, visual content, and the values it promotes. The analysis is structured into four 

dimensions: Inclusive Identity Messaging, Shared Beliefs and Communal Values, 

Empowering the Marginalised, and Public Representation through Language. These 

categories highlight how View Church creates a consistent digital identity that seeks to 

engage a broad and diverse audience. 

 

Inclusive Identity Messaging: “#ComeAsYouAre” and “You Belong Here” 

The phrases “#ComeAsYouAre” and “You Belong Here” are frequently used across View 

Church’s digital platforms. These messages form the foundation of the church’s inclusive 

identity strategy, functioning as digital invitations that emphasise radical acceptance and 

belonging. They appeal to both committed followers and spiritual seekers, positioning the 

church as open, relational, and emotionally accessible. Such messaging exemplifies what 

Campbell and Bellar (2023) describe as the process of storied identity, in which religious 

communities use digital spaces “to construct and reconstruct a picture of who they are and 

their everyday lived religious experiences” (100). 

 

The slogan “#ComeAsYouAre” communicates the sense that entry into the religious 

community does not require transformation or conformity to traditional expectations. It 

challenges the historical notion that one must “clean up” before engaging with religious life, 

instead suggesting that acceptance precedes change. This message resonates with Campbell 

and Bellar’s (2023) observation that online religious expression often “stresses the ways in 

which personal belief and experience coalesce and diverge from traditional institutions” 

(107). By affirming that followers’ current identities are valid and welcome, View Church 
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reflects both a theological and cultural commitment to inclusivity, an approach that grounds 

spiritual participation in authenticity rather than conformity. 

 

The companion phrase “You Belong Here” reinforces this narrative of inclusion by 

emphasising relational and communal belonging. It is more than an expression of tolerance; it 

is a proactive declaration of acceptance and emotional safety. The message builds what 

Campbell and Bellar (2023) call a “networked sense of self” (104), extending beyond 

physical church walls to connect individuals who may feel spiritually displaced or 

disconnected. Through repeated use of this language, View Church constructs a digital 

environment where belonging is both a theological promise and a communicative practice. 

 

This inclusive messaging also reflects the church’s broader values. On the View Church 

website, one of its stated core values is “Love People.” Rooted in John 15:12–13, this 

principal functions as both theological conviction and identity marker. By embedding this 

value into slogans such as “You belong here,” the church links its doctrinal beliefs to its 

digital outreach, integrating faith and communication. This approach exemplifies what 

Campbell and Bellar (2023, 103) identify as the blending of online and offline contexts in 

shaping identity, where digital media becomes a site for enacting theological values in 

everyday, relatable terms. 

 

In doing so, View Church demonstrates that inclusion is not incidental but integral to its 

digital and spiritual identity. Its online discourse transforms the abstract theological notion of 

love into a lived, networked experience, one that invites individuals to see belonging as both 

a divine gift and a communal practice. 

 

Shared Beliefs and Communal Values: Digital Identity as a Reflection of 

Community 

View Church’s identity is also mediated through the promotion of shared beliefs and values 

that are visible across its textual and visual content. According to Campbell (2022), religious 

institutions construct identity not only through doctrine but also through the values they 

communicate in their media practices. This insight aligns with Campbell and Bellar’s (2023, 

100) concept of storied identity, which describes how religious communities use digital 
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platforms to narrate who they are and what they stand for through ongoing acts of 

communication. 

 

The church’s media presence consistently highlights values such as love, acceptance, and 

spiritual growth. These ideals form the foundation of its communal identity and demonstrate 

what Campbell and Bellar (2023, 102) call the merging of online and offline religious life, 

where digital contexts become part of how faith is lived and expressed. By embedding its 

values into sermon content, imagery, and social media captions, View Church performs a 

form of networked identity that allows members to see their beliefs reflected in the church’s 

digital story. 

 

This approach shows that the church’s authority and influence are sustained not only through 

formal theological teaching but through the consistent and visible communication of its moral 

and emotional core. The repetition of values such as love and belonging across media 

platforms reinforces cohesion within the digital congregation and strengthens the sense of 

shared purpose among followers. Through these practices, View Church demonstrates how 

digital communication can extend the work of ministry by transforming abstract theological 

ideas into lived expressions of community and faith. 

 

Promoting “Love People” as a Core Value 

To support the analysis of View Church’s digital representation of the value “Love People,” 

we can draw upon concepts from Digital Religion: The Basics by Heidi A. Campbell and 

Wendi Bellar (2023). While the book does not explicitly use the term “sounding boards,” it 

discusses related mechanisms through which individuals assess the alignment of their values 

and identities with those of a community. 

 

Campbell and Bellar (2023) explore how digital media serve as platforms for individuals to 

express and negotiate their religious identities. They note that “digital media afford 

individuals the opportunity to perform and present their religious identities in ways that are 

both personal and communal” (Campbell and Bellar 2023, 9). This aligns with the 

observation that View Church uses visual narratives to convey inclusivity and affirm the 

value of “Love People.” 
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The authors (Campbell and Bellar 2023) discuss how digital representations mediate religious 

identity, stating, “Digital representations of religious practices and beliefs serve as mediators 

through which individuals come to understand and negotiate their religious identities” (11). 

This concept supports the analysis of how View Church’s digital content functions as a 

mediator for identity formation and alignment with communal values. 

 

Growth Track as a Model of Identity Formation 

Another example is the Growth Track programme promoted on Instagram. Images of smiling 

individuals in these posts suggest joy, transformation, and belonging. These visual cues 

reinforce the message that spiritual growth within the View Church is a positive and 

communal experience. As Campbell and Bellar (2023) observe, “digital religion often 

reshapes authority, allowing individuals to negotiate and perform their identities in alignment 

with community expectations” (83). Participants are not only growing in their personal faith 

but are also aligning their identity with the broader mission and culture of the church. 

Campbell and Bellar (2023) further note that “online religious practices can serve as both a 

space for affirmation of shared beliefs and a mechanism through which authority is 

experienced, questioned, and reaffirmed” (85). In this way, View Church uses the Growth 

Track as a digital narrative of aspirational identity, encouraging others to participate and 

internalise these communal values. 

 

Empowering the Marginalised: Identity Through Social Justice and Outreach 

A significant dimension of View Church’s mediated identity is its focus on marginalised 

communities. This aspect of identity is not just symbolic; it is operationalised through active 

social justice and outreach initiatives promoted across their digital platforms. Campbell and 

Bellar (2023) explain that “digital religion provides a space where authority can be enacted in 

ways that reflect communal values and ethical commitments, including concern for 

marginalised groups” (87). They further note that “online platforms allow religious 

communities to perform and demonstrate their commitments to social justice, thereby 

shaping both personal and collective religious identities” (Campbell and Bellar 2023, 89). In 

this way, View Church’s digital presence not only communicates its values but also reinforces 

a participatory and socially engaged identity. 
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Addressing the Marginalised through Action 

Lövheim and Lundmark (2022) argue that individuals who feel marginalised often seek 

digital spaces that affirm their worth and respond to their needs. View Church strategically 

mediates its identity as one of hope and restoration by engaging with these issues directly. 

For example, the “Outreach” tab on their website features projects in Ravensmead (Cape 

Town), Zambia, and Lesotho. The word “Social Justice” is prominently displayed in yellow 

and black, drawing immediate attention and signalling its importance within the church’s 

mission. As Campbell and Bellar (2023) note, “digital religion allows communities to enact 

authority in ways that foreground ethical commitments, shaping collective identity around 

care, justice, and inclusion” (88). The language used on this page—describing outreach as 

“discipleship” and offering “hope and dignity”—demonstrates that View Church sees 

engagement with the marginalised not as charity, but as a fundamental part of their identity. 

The authors further argue that “online religious practices can both reflect and construct 

communal values, enabling communities to perform their identities in ways that are socially 

and morally meaningful” (Campbell and Bellar 2023, 90). It is about co-creating spaces of 

empowerment and restoration, both spiritually and socially. 

 

Visual Representations of Outreach 

On Instagram, posts show soup kitchens in Ravensmead and pastors engaging with rural 

communities in Zambia and Lesotho. One such post is captioned “true ❤,” indicating 

emotional sincerity and authenticity. These posts are not mere documentation; they are 

intentional acts of identity mediation. As Campbell and Bellar (2023) observe, “digital 

representations of religious authority often signal communal values and ethical commitments, 

making visible the ways communities enact care, justice, and inclusion” (88). These 

representations indicate that View Church is committed to being a church for the overlooked 

and voiceless, embodying the Christian values of justice and compassion. Through these 

digital narratives, the church constructs a global identity, one that transcends geographic 

boundaries and cultural divides. Campbell and Bellar (2023) further note that “online 

religious practices enable communities to communicate values across contexts, fostering a 

sense of belonging among those who might otherwise feel marginalised or disconnected” 

(89). In so doing, View Church not only offers a spiritual home to the marginalised but also 

appeals to those who value social engagement and want to be part of a community that takes 

justice seriously. 
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Public Representation through Language: Constructing Identity with Intentional 

Words 

Public representation is essential to understanding how religious organisations communicate 

identity. As Hjelm (2011) points out, the language used in religious texts—whether printed or 

digital—is crucial in constructing and conveying the desired identity of the organisation. 

View Church demonstrates deliberate and strategic use of language to shape how it is 

perceived and how individuals may see themselves reflected in the community. Campbell and 

Bellar (2023) note that “digital religious content is not merely informative; it performs 

identity, signalling to both insiders and outsiders the values, commitments, and authority 

structures of a community” (84). They further explain that “the ways in which communities 

frame their messages online actively mediate how individuals understand their place within 

the religious group, reinforcing alignment with communal norms and expectations” 

(Campbell and Bellar 2023, 85). In this way, View Church’s language and digital messaging 

operate as tools for identity formation and representation. 

 

Language of Inclusion and Belonging 

In Figure 5, the word “Everyone” appears in bold, directly supporting the identity of radical 

inclusivity. This is not vague inclusivity but a specific claim that no demographic or social 

group is excluded. As Campbell and Bellar (2023) observe, “digital religious representations 

often perform inclusivity, signalling to both members and outsiders the ethical and communal 

commitments of the group” (88). The implication is that the View Church actively resists 

gatekeeping and embraces diversity as a defining feature of its identity. In Figure 6, the 

phrase “Welcome Home” is prominently displayed. This language conveys more than 

friendliness—it evokes deep emotional associations. The authors note that “words and 

symbols used in digital religious spaces are powerful tools for constructing relational and 

affective dimensions of religious identity, shaping how participants feel connected to the 

community” (Campbell and Bellar 2023, 85). By framing the church as a home, View Church 

is mediating an identity that is relational and emotionally supportive. Followers are not just 

attendees; they are family. 
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Figure 5. 

 

 
Figure 6. 

 

Language of Empowerment and Hope 

In Figure 7, related to the children’s ministry “View Kids,” the programme is described as 

“life-giving.” This is a theological and psychological statement, suggesting that participation 
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in the programme will lead to spiritual renewal and emotional well-being. As Campbell and 

Bellar (2023) note, “digital religious content often communicates not only beliefs but also 

aspirational and formative dimensions of identity, shaping how participants experience and 

enact their faith” (86). The implication is that the church plays a foundational role in shaping 

children’s identities from an early age through exposure to life-affirming experiences. 

Similarly, Figure 8 uses the word “inspire” to describe the goals of the church community. 

This motivational language constructs the church as a source of transformation. The authors 

(Campbell and Bellar 2023) explain that “online religious representations can mediate an 

active, growth-oriented identity, encouraging individuals to engage with communal values 

and pursue personal development within a faith context” (87). The identity being mediated is 

not passive or institutional but active, dynamic, and growth oriented. The View Church 

positions itself as a space where individuals can be inspired to become better versions of 

themselves. These examples illustrate how the View Church’s digital practices mediate 

religious meaning, enact processes of mediatisation by shaping and transforming religious 

identity, and reflect the community’s historical and value-based foundations in accordance 

with the RSST framework, providing an integrated lens for understanding religious authority, 

identity, and community in digital spaces. 

 

 
Figure 7. 

 

 
Figure 8. 

Mediating Religious Community at the View Church 

This section examines how the View Church mediates and constructs its religious community 

through both digital and physical platforms. The analysis highlights two key themes derived 
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from data coding: “Together” and “Tygers.” As Campbell and Bellar (2023) note, “digital 

media provide a space for communities to perform and negotiate their collective identities, 

linking online and offline practices to reinforce belonging and shared purpose” (82). These 

concepts illustrate the ways in which the church fosters a sense of belonging and collective 

identity among its members. The authors further argue that “through participatory practices 

online, individuals experience inclusion, affirmation, and communal engagement, which 

strengthens the cohesion of religious communities” (Campbell and Bellar 2023, 83). 

 

Building a Unique Community Identity: The Role of “Tygers” 

A significant element in the View Church’s community identity is the term “Tygers.” This 

name originates from the church’s location in Tygerberg Hills and serves as a unique 

identifier for the congregation and its followers. As Campbell and Bellar (2023) note, “digital 

religion enables communities to create distinctive identities that link place, practice, and 

participation, providing a sense of belonging and group cohesion” (91). By adopting 

“Tygers” as a communal label, the church creates a distinct identity that goes beyond the 

formal name of the church itself. The term is prominently featured on social media, 

particularly as a hashtag on Instagram (#Tygers), allowing members and attendees to publicly 

associate themselves with the community. Campbell and Bellar (2023) further explain that 

“hashtags and other digital markers function as tools of communal identity, allowing 

participants to signal membership, express affiliation, and reinforce collective pride” (92). 

This digital branding reinforces a collective belonging and pride tied to both place and group 

membership. In this way, the church successfully mediates community identity by 

intertwining local roots with online engagement to create a cohesive religious group. 

 

Fostering Togetherness: The Foundational Principle of “Better Together” 

The concept of togetherness is central to the View Church’s vision of community, 

encapsulated in their early promotional theme, “Better Together.” This phrase embodies the 

church’s core belief that communal unity strengthens spiritual and social life. As Campbell 

and Bellar (2023) observe, “digital religion allows communities to perform collective values 

and ideals, using both symbolic language and participatory practices to reinforce a sense of 

togetherness” (90). Serving as more than a slogan, “Better Together” underpins the church’s 

approach to building a culture of inclusion and connection. It highlights that individual 
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members thrive and find purpose through their involvement in a collective body. The authors 

further note that “online and offline practices mutually shape communal identity, signalling to 

participants that their engagement is meaningful and that they belong to a shared religious 

project” (Campbell and Bellar 2023, 91). The promotion of the phrase “Better Together” 

across church activities and communication channels conveys that togetherness is the 

foundation of the church community’s identity and mission, inviting individuals to participate 

actively and feel part of something larger than themselves. 

 

Identity Formation Within the Religious Community 

At the heart of any religious community lies a shared identity, rooted in common beliefs, 

values, and goals. Scholars like Campbell and Bellar emphasise that such shared ideas are 

essential for forming cohesive communities. As they note, “digital religion provides 

platforms through which communities can perform collective values and signal shared 

commitments, helping members understand their place within the group” (Campbell and 

Bellar 2023, 90). For the View Church, this shared identity is actively mediated through its 

extensive ministries, which provide various avenues for members to serve and connect. The 

church offers twenty-three ministry groups categorised into areas such as administration, 

social justice, hospitality, and couples’ ministries. Campbell and Bellar (2023) explain that 

“ministries and participatory structures function as social nodes within religious 

communities, allowing members to engage meaningfully while reinforcing communal 

identity” (91). These ministries not only fulfil practical roles but also serve as vital spaces for 

identity enactment, enabling individuals to find meaningful involvement aligned with their 

interests and skills. 

 

The church’s digital platforms, especially Instagram, regularly showcase ministries “in 

action,” illustrating active participation beyond Sunday worship. Campbell and Bellar (2023) 

note that “digital representations of religious practices make communal life visible, 

demonstrating participation and reinforcing collective identity” (92). For example, in View 

Church, posts highlighting the “car park ministry” or baristas serving coffee demonstrate that 

the church values all forms of service as integral to community life. Interestingly, the church 

frames these everyday roles as spiritual acts, applying religious language to tasks that might 

traditionally be considered secular. Campbell and Bellar (2023) observe that “online religious 
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content can transform ordinary actions into expressions of faith, strengthening members’ 

sense of belonging and purpose” (92). 

 

Recruitment for these ministries occurs mainly through the View Church’s website, which 

calls on individuals to use their spiritual gifts and join various teams. As Campbell and Bellar 

(2023) explain, “digital invitations to participate connect spiritual motivation with practical 

involvement, mediating community identity and fostering engagement” (93). In this way, the 

church blends religious motivation with active service to deepen communal bonds and foster 

a sense of belonging. 

 

Creating a Networked Community Beyond Physical Boundaries 

The View Church exemplifies the concept of a networked community, a term used by 

Campbell and Bellar (2023) to describe religious communities that use online mediation to 

transcend geographical limits. As they explain, “digital religion enables communities to 

extend beyond physical boundaries, creating networked spaces where social relationships and 

religious identities can be formed and maintained” (Campbell and Bellar 2023, 95). By 

leveraging digital platforms, View Church connects with followers locally and globally, 

extending its reach beyond the physical location of the Tygerberg Hills. This digital 

mediation creates a flexible community space where social relationships can form and 

flourish, regardless of distance. 

 

A central feature of this networked community is the use of “Tygers” as a unique identifier 

that symbolises unity and belonging. Campbell and Bellar (2023) note that “digital markers 

such as hashtags or group names serve as powerful tools for fostering collective identity, 

enabling members to recognize themselves as part of a distinct yet inclusive community” 

(96). Moreover, the church promotes a variety of social and spiritual events, such as girls’ and 

men’s nights, publicised on the website and Instagram. The language used in promoting these 

events often carries spiritual connotations, with phrases like “What an anointed evening!” 

highlighting the church’s effort to infuse all communal activities with religious significance. 

This approach extends the sense of spiritual community beyond worship services to include 

social occasions that strengthen relational ties. 
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Communication within this networked community operates through multiple channels. As 

Campbell and Bellar (2023) explain, “different digital platforms allow for varying forms of 

interaction, from one-way information dissemination to participatory, two-way engagement, 

shaping how community members experience connection and belonging” (97). On the 

church’s website, communication tends to be one-way, with announcements and sign-up 

forms inviting responses from followers. This form of communication acts as an initial point 

of contact rather than a full dialogue. In contrast, Instagram facilitates two-way interactions 

where followers can comment on posts and receive responses from church representatives, 

creating a more transactional and engaged communication flow. Additionally, the church 

encourages direct messaging through Instagram, allowing for personalised conversations and 

fostering closer social relationships. Together, these communication modes illustrate how the 

View Church mediates community by enabling interaction and connection across various 

digital spaces. 

 

Public Representation of Community: A Family-Oriented Spiritual Space 

In its public representation, the View Church consistently portrays its community as a 

“church family.” As Campbell and Bellar (2023) observe, “digital religion allows 

communities to signal relational and affective dimensions of belonging, using language and 

symbols to perform closeness, support, and shared identity” (91). This concept is frequently 

reinforced through social media hashtags such as #churchfamily, indicating that the church 

values relational closeness, emotional support, and spiritual kinship among its members. The 

framing of the church as a family underscores its commitment to fostering a warm and 

accepting environment, where individuals can experience both spiritual and personal growth. 

 

Beyond spirituality, the church’s public image emphasises support for family life and 

relationships. Campbell and Bellar (2023) note that “online religious platforms provide 

opportunities for communities to extend care and guidance into everyday life, connecting 

spiritual practice with practical support” (92). In the View Church, for instance, parenting 

courses advertised on the website demonstrate the church’s holistic approach to community 

care, addressing practical challenges alongside spiritual development. This dual focus 

positions the View Church not merely as a place of worship but as a comprehensive support 

system that nurtures both faith and everyday life. Through this public representation, the 

church mediates its role as a community grounded in family values, care, and mutual support. 
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Through its strategic use of digital platforms, the View Church not only enacts its communal 

identity in line with RSST principles but also illustrates how mediatisation shapes the forms 

of online religious expression, while mediation underscores the co-construction of meaning 

and belonging between church and followers. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated how the View Church mediates its religious authority, identity, 

and community through both digital and physical means. By analysing key coded phrases, 

such as “You are invited” and “#Changedliveschanginglives” for religious authority, 

“#Comeasyouare” and “You belong here” for religious identity, and “#Tygers” and 

“Together” for religious community, clear patterns have emerged in how the church 

constructs and communicates its core values. 

 

Religious authority at the View Church is mediated through a multifaceted approach. The 

pastors actively promote their messages and sermons across Instagram and the church 

website, extending their influence beyond the physical church building. This demonstrates 

the concept of shifting authority, where religious leadership is not confined to traditional 

spaces but dynamically operates within digital environments. The church’s emphasis on 

relatability, showcased through outreach programmes and community involvement, 

humanises religious authority and fosters connection with followers. 

 

The mediation of religious identity centres on shared beliefs and values that the View Church 

consistently promotes across its platforms. The church’s commitment to inclusivity is 

communicated through phrases such as “#Comeasyouare” and “You belong here,” reinforcing 

a welcoming identity. Moreover, the church’s outreach work in marginalised communities 

like Ravensmead and parts of Zambia further expresses its identity as one that champions 

social justice and compassion. These activities serve as tangible expressions of the church’s 

values, deepening the sense of collective identity among members. 

 

Finally, the mediation of religious community is realised through the cultivation of a 

networked and participatory community. The use of the unique identifier “#Tygers” and the 

foundational value of “Together” underscore the church’s efforts to foster belonging and 

collective unity. Through active promotion of ministries, events, and interactive 
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communication on Instagram, the View Church nurtures both online and offline social 

relationships. This networked community extends beyond geographic boundaries, enabling 

members to connect and form meaningful bonds through shared faith and activities. 

 

In this chapter, these themes were expanded by elaborating on how digital platforms serve as 

key mediators for the View Church’s authority, identity, and community. The detailed 

analysis presented here illustrates how the church strategically uses language, imagery, and 

interactive tools to build a cohesive religious experience that resonates with both local and 

global audiences. Overall, the View Church exemplifies the dynamic and evolving nature of 

religious mediation in the digital age, effectively integrating tradition with innovation to 

sustain and grow its community. 
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Chapter 7 
 

This chapter provides a comprehensive conclusion to the dissertation by synthesising its key 

arguments, theoretical contributions, and research findings. It revisits the original objectives 

and research questions, reflects on the methodological approach, and critically evaluates the 

broader significance of the study. The chapter aims not only to summarise the research but 

also to situate its findings within the wider academic field of digital religion. It also explores 

the implications of the study for understanding how religious organisations use digital media 

to construct and mediate religious authority, identity, and community. In doing so, this 

chapter will demonstrate how this research adds value to current scholarship and points to 

directions for future inquiry. 

 

Restating the Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was twofold. First, it aimed to provide a detailed account of how 

the View Church, a Pentecostal-Charismatic church based in South Africa, uses social media 

platforms to shape its digital presence. Second, it sought to explore how and why the church 

mediates religious authority, identity, and community through its online content. 

 

To guide this inquiry, three key research questions were formulated: 

 

1. What are the social media platforms used by the View Church? 

2. How does the View Church mediate religious authority, identity, and community 

through these platforms? 

3. Why does the View Church mediate these aspects of religious life in the particular 

ways that it does? 

 

These questions formed the analytical framework for the investigation and structured the data 

collection and interpretation throughout the dissertation. 
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Key Methodological Contribution: Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

One of the significant methodological contributions of this study to the broader field of 

religion and media is the application of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). CDA proved to 

be a particularly effective method for uncovering how religious organisations strategically 

use language to communicate their values, assert authority, and construct a coherent identity 

online. 

 

In the context of the View Church, CDA, combined with coding techniques, helped to 

identify patterns in how the church presents its leadership, doctrines, and community 

practices. For instance, social media captions accompanying sermon announcements or 

pastoral messages were often found to elevate the spiritual authority of the church’s leaders. 

These captions were persuasive in tone, reinforcing the legitimacy and charisma of those in 

leadership positions. 

 

Moreover, CDA allowed for an analysis of follower engagement. The comment sections on 

platforms such as Instagram revealed that many followers not only accepted the church’s 

messaging but actively affirmed it. Responses often included praise, testimonies, and 

expressions of emotional support, illustrating how digital communication becomes a two-way 

process in which authority is both projected and reinforced. This finding highlights the 

reciprocal nature of digital religious discourse and demonstrates the value of CDA in 

capturing these complex dynamics. 

 

Digital Platforms as Extensions of Religious Space 

Another key finding of this dissertation is the strategic use of digital platforms by the View 

Church to extend and enhance its religious presence. Two platforms in particular—its official 

website and Instagram account—played distinct but complementary roles. 

 

The website functioned primarily as an informational hub. It provided users with access to a 

wide range of content, including historical information about the church, ministry overviews, 

event announcements, providing options and contact forms. This centralised structure 

allowed for efficient dissemination of information and offered a formal point of contact 

between the church and prospective or existing members. However, the interaction facilitated 
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by the website was largely unidirectional. While users could receive information or submit 

forms, opportunities for real-time dialogue or participatory engagement were limited. This 

positions the website as a valuable but somewhat static tool in the church’s digital 

communication strategy. 

 

In contrast, Instagram offered a far more dynamic and interactive platform. It allowed the 

church to connect with its audience in real time, share visual content that reflects church life, 

and build a sense of community through ongoing engagement. Posts featuring personal 

testimonies, group gatherings, and live worship moments illustrated the blending of the 

digital and physical aspects of church life. This dynamic use of Instagram demonstrated how 

the church fosters an emotionally resonant and participatory digital space, which helps to 

construct and maintain religious identity and community. 

 

Digital Religion as “Real” Religion 

A central conceptual question raised in Chapter 4 was whether digital religion should be 

considered a “real” form of religious experience. The findings of this dissertation suggest a 

definitive yes. The case study of the View Church reveals that the church’s digital and 

physical expressions of faith are deeply interconnected. Rather than existing in separate 

spheres, the online and offline activities of the church are mutually reinforcing. 

 

For example, videos shared on Instagram often featured members who were actively involved 

in the physical church community. These digital portrayals reflected real-life spiritual 

journeys, such as the activities of the Student View group or individual testimonies from 

congregants. This cross-platform representation suggests that digital content is not an isolated 

or superficial extension of the church but an authentic continuation of its physical presence. 

Through these practices, the View Church demonstrates that digital religion can be deeply 

embedded in everyday religious life and should therefore be considered an authentic form of 

religious expression. 

 

Inclusivity and Representation 

Beyond the core themes of religious authority, identity, and community, the research also 

uncovered two important subthemes: inclusivity and representation. The View Church 
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actively promotes an inclusive image across both its website and social media platforms. This 

was evidenced through both visual content and written language that emphasised openness to 

individuals of all ages, races, genders, and abilities. 

 

An analysis of the church’s content showed deliberate attempts to present the church as a 

space where everyone is welcome. This was particularly evident in the diverse imagery used 

in Instagram posts and website banners, as well as in the language describing church events 

and programmes. By emphasising inclusivity, the View Church not only reinforced its 

community identity but also constructed a public image aligned with broader cultural values 

of acceptance and diversity. 

 

In terms of representation, the church also carefully curated its digital content to reinforce 

key aspects of its public identity. Posts highlighting pastoral figures, service attendance, and 

outreach events all worked together to project a narrative of a modern, energetic, and 

welcoming religious organisation. This strategic self-representation plays a critical role in 

how the church constructs authority and community in the digital realm. 

 

Final Reflections and Contributions 

In conclusion, this dissertation has demonstrated that religious organisations such as the View 

Church use digital platforms not merely as tools for outreach, but as integral components of 

their religious practice and identity formation. Through the use of critical discourse analysis, 

the study has shown how religious authority, identity, and community are actively 

constructed, negotiated, and affirmed in online spaces. 

 

By focusing on both the website and Instagram presence of the View Church, the research has 

provided a nuanced understanding of how different digital platforms serve distinct 

communicative purposes. While the website acts as a formal informational base, Instagram 

facilitates real-time interaction and emotional engagement. 

 

The broader contribution of this study lies in its ability to offer a detailed and theoretically 

grounded case study that illuminates the lived realities of digital religion. It affirms that 

digital religion is not a secondary or derivative form of religious life, but a genuine and 

complex manifestation of contemporary faith practice. As such, this research adds to the 
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growing body of literature that seeks to understand how religious organisations adapt, 

communicate, and evolve in a digital age. 
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Appendix A 
All images included in this thesis are publicly available and belong to the View Church. 

Proper attribution has been provided for each figure, and they are cited accordingly in 

accordance with academic and copyright standards. 

 

Figure Number Citation 
Figure 1. Lead Pastors Dino and 
Kelly Cicatiello at View Church 
Tygerberg Hills. 
Image belongs to View Church 
Tygerberg Hills and is publicly 
available on the church’s official 
website. 

View Church. 2025. Lead pastors Dino and Kelly 
Cicatiello. Accessed October 10, 2024. 
https://www.viewchurch.com/welcome. 

Figure 2. Instagram post depicting 
a sermon delivered by Pastors 
Kelly and Dino Cicatiello in April 
2024. 
Image belongs to View Church 
Tygerberg Hills and is publicly 
available on the church’s official 
Instagram account. 

Source: View Church Tygerberg Hills. (2024, April). 
Instagram post. Retrieved April 10, 2024, from 
https://www.instagram.com/viewchurchtygerberghills 

Figure 3. New Year message and 
greetings from Pastors Dino and 
Kelly Cicatiello, posted on January 
3, 2024. 
Image belongs to View Church 
Tygerberg Hills and is publicly 
available on the church’s official 
Instagram account. 

Source: View Church Tygerberg Hills. (2024, 
January 3). Instagram post. Retrieved January 10, 
2024, from 
https://www.instagram.com/viewchurchtygerberghills 

Figure 4. Screenshot of a comment 
on the View Church Tygerberg 
Hills Instagram page responding to 
the New Year message from the 
pastors. 
Image belongs to View Church 
Tygerberg Hills and is publicly 
available on the church’s official 
Instagram account. 

Source: View Church Tygerberg Hills. (2024, 
January 3). Instagram comment. Retrieved February 
16, 2024, from 
https://www.instagram.com/viewchurchtygerberghills 

Figure 5. Homepage banner titled 
“Church is for Everyone,” from the 
View Church Tygerberg Hills 
website. 
Image belongs to View Church 
Tygerberg Hills and is publicly 
available on the church’s official 
website. 

Source: View Church Tygerberg Hills. (n.d.). 
Homepage. Retrieved March 10, 2024, from 
https://viewchurch.co.za 
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Figure 6. Photograph showing six 
members holding “Welcome 
Home” posters, featured on the 
View Church Tygerberg Hills 
website. 
Image belongs to View Church 
Tygerberg Hills and is publicly 
available on the church’s official 
website. 

Source: View Church Tygerberg Hills. (n.d.). 
Welcome Home section. Retrieved May 02, 2024, 
from https://viewchurch.co.za 

Figure 7. “View Kids” 
informational section from the 
View Church Tygerberg Hills 
website. 
Image belongs to View Church 
Tygerberg Hills and is publicly 
available on the church’s official 
website. 

Source: View Church Tygerberg Hills. (n.d.). View 
Kids. Retrieved April 10, 2024, from 
https://viewchurch.co.za 

Figure 8. Screenshot showing the 
sermon archive page providing 
access to all recorded sermons on 
the View Church Tygerberg Hills 
website. 
Image belongs to View Church 
Tygerberg Hills and is publicly 
available on the church’s official 
website. 

Source: View Church Tygerberg Hills. (n.d.). 
Sermons. Retrieved April 10, 2024, from 
https://viewchurch.co.za 
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