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Abstract

Social media has become a vital platform in the digital era for shaping religious identity and
influencing faith communities. Digital influencers, people like religious leaders,
theologians, and laypersons, use online platforms to propagate religious teachings, foster
spiritual engagement, and create virtual faith communities. This paper will explore the role
of digital influencers in shaping faith, analyse their impact on religious identity, belief
systems, and interfaith interaction. This paper also explores the challenges and ethical issues
of digital religious influences, like misinformation, commercialization of faith, and online
extremism. Through an assessment of case studies and academic literature, this study seeks
to contribute to the comprehensive understating of the intersection of religion and digital
influence in this contemporary society.

Introduction

Social media has fundamentally changed the communication modality by creating the
world’s highly independent society and airing information digitally, instantaneously, and
across platforms. Social networking sites have evolved so quickly: Facebook, Twitter or X,
Instagram, YouTube, and even TikTok, and the way in which individuals interact online
and form communities has been drastically altered. The digital revolution especially post
Covid-19 has clearly impacted relations in personal and professional capacities but
considerably touched even institutional structures, including religion. Traditionally,
religious beliefs, identities, and practices were formed through communal worship, the

teaching doctrine, and institutional authority. With the rise of social media, however,
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religion has increasingly spread beyond the brick-and-mortar spaces and into the digital
world, with new dynamics in faith formation, religious discourse, and evangelism.

The religious leaders, religious organizations, and independent influencers now actively
utilize social media platforms to engage with followers, disseminated theology teachings,

and provide spiritual guidance. Ranging from ordained clergy to lay religious content

creators, play a prominent role in shaping modern religious experiences. They use social
media to challenge traditions and enhance alternatives within faith. These online ministers
create virtual communities through live stream sermons, inspirational videos, interactive
Q&A sessions, and storytelling that make religious engagement more personal, immediate,
and participatory.

This research paper is trying to look at the role of digital influencers in determining religious
beliefs, identities, and practices in today’s society. This paper looks at social media as a
space for faith formation and where believers can access spiritual resources outside the areas
of traditionally accepted religious means. It also investigates how digital evangelism has
changed the conduct of religious outreach and has allowed for the global dissemination of
faith messages to diverse audiences. Alongside this, the paper tries to consider the influence
of social media in shaping religious discourse, fostering both unity and division among
followers by amplifying theological debates and ideological differences.

Through the interplay of digital influence and religious expression, insights are provided
into the changing nature of faith in the digital age. It seeks to understand how social media
reinforces and disturbs traditional religious structures and what are the implications that
holds for the future religious practice and community engagement in an increasingly digital

world.

Literature Review

Digital transformation has been extensively explored by scholars regarding how new spaces
for religious engagement and found through social media. Campbell and Tsuria (2017) point
out how digital platforms have facilitated institutional as well as decentralized religious

experiences to enable the individual to practice and express his or her faith in ways that
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extend beyond the confines of the old. Helland (2005) makes distinction between religion
online, where religious institutions extend themselves into digital spaces, and online
religion, where digital interactions themselves constitute religious experiences. Digital
influencers in faith-based spaces have continued to blur the boundaries further,
decentralizing religious authority and challenging traditional hierarchies (Hjarvard, 2011).
No longer limited to the clergy or religious institutions, theological discussions now find
their contemporary voices in those who use the social media with which to attract followers,
rethink religious doctrines, and offer inspirational guidance in understandable and modern
parlance (Cheong et al., 2012).

There is a large emphasis in newer research on faith formation through the role of the digital
influencer. Hutchings 2017 further elucidates on the religious content creators’ intermediary
between old doctrines and current life experiences as ways of rendering religion more
appealing and relevant for contemporary generations, such as millennials. Faith related
interactions on sites such as YouTube, Instagram and Facebook may include sermon like

content and motivational messages up to interactive question and answers. Campbell (2020)

Has argued that millennials and generation Z are turning to social media for spiritual
mentorship, forming virtual faith communities that often have been seen to supplement or
replace our traditional worship spaces. The concern about misinformation and the potential
commodification of faith persists, as influencers tend to prioritize engagement metrics over
theological accuracy (Lovheim & Lundmark, 2019).

Social media plays a significant role in shaping religious discourse, creating opportunity for
dialogue as well as the risk of fragmentation. Tsuria in 2019 explored the idea of how the
digital spaces give the opportunity for an open theological discussion on topics such as
gender roles, LGBTQ+ inclusion, and interfaith relations, fostering inclusivity and critical
engagement. On the other hand, Cheong (2021) cautions that ideological polarization can
result because of algorithm-based content creation, which reiterates and amplifies the echo
chambers that deepen doctrinal divisions. Similar to this perspective, Sunstein (2018) argues
that social media perpetuates sectarianism because it enhances pre-existing convictions,

which, in turn complicates the task of religious integration.
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Another aspect of research relates to digital evangelism, often referred to as “e-vangelism”
Digital evangelism has revolutionized religious outreach using multimedia content, live
streaming of worship services, and discussions. Hutchings and Wagner in 2018 had brought
about the thought that social media enables religious organization and influencers to access
and reach a global audience, thus making faith accessible to those who do not go to church
or other religious institutions. This is where Campbell and Evolvi (2020) go deeper to
document how digital evangelism adjusts outreach to contemporary trends in technology so
that faith is maintained relevant in an era of declining church attendance. There are scholars
like Piff and Diener (2019) that argue that the digital religious experiences are not as deep
as they are suppose to be. They questioned whether online interactions can replace the in-
person communal worships.

The ethical implications of digital religious influence also need to be critically examined.
Lovheim in 2021 discussed that commercialization of faith, raises concerns about the
monetization of religion and religious contents through sponsorships, donations, and
merchandise. Moreover, the lack of institutional oversite gives the idea that digital
influencers operate with little to no theological accountability, this increases the risk of
misinformation and spiritual exploitation (Cheong, 2022). Helland (2019) further warns that
while social media fosters religious connectivity, further it also contributes to individualistic
faith practices that lacks the communal and sacramental dimensions of traditional worships.
Overall, we can say that the relationship between religion and digital influencers is layered
and not timid. Though social media allows for new modes of expression of faith and
outreach, it simultaneously disrupts traditional religious structures and raises ethical
questions about theological accuracy, commercialization, and ideological fragmentation. As

digitization of religion continues to expand, further studies ought to focus on examining the

Long-term implications of online religious influence on spiritual practices, institutional

authority, and the community’s dynamics within an increasingly digitalized world.

How Religious Communications have changed from the Advent of Social Media:
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The traditional religious communications have drastically changed with the rise of social
media. For centuries, religious messages were mostly passed on through sermons, sacred
texts, theological writings, and face-to-face community interactions. The physical space
used to pass these doctrines include churches, mosques, temples, and synagogues as the
place where faith leaders could meet congregations to offer spiritual guidance and to
facilitate communal worship. However, social media has intervened and changed these
interactions to take them into virtual bases that facilitates real-time engagement, increased
access, and wider reach.

Key changes in religious communication due to social media:

Decentralization of Religious Authority - Traditionally, religious institutions held control
over theological discourse. Now, independent influencers shape religious narratives, often
without formal theological training. While this fosters inclusivity, it increases
misinformation risks.

Increased Accessibility and Global Reach - Digital platforms have removed geographical
barriers, enabling virtual worship, online Bible studies, and faith-based podcasts.
Personalization of Religious Experiences - Social media algorithms curate faith-related
content based on individual preferences, leading to personalized religious engagement but
also reinforcing ideological echo chambers.

Interactive and Real-time Engagement - Unlike traditional one-way sermons, digital
platforms allow for real-time Q&A sessions, discussions, and interactive religious
communities.

Challenges of Misinformation and Commercialization - The unregulated nature of social
media allows for misleading theological content. Additionally, monetization efforts blur the

lines between faith-based teaching and financial gain.

Covid 19 — The catalyst for digital transformation of religious communication:

The covid-19 pandemic drastically accelerated the shift of religion that was confined within
churches, temples, mosques, and synagogues, to forcefully shift into an open digital
environment. With physical gatherings nearly eliminated from the picture, places of worship

embraced live streaming services, virtual prayer groups, and online religious counseling to
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maintain the spiritual enrichment and foster community interaction. This adaptation to the
digital world, which was a temporary solution has since become an integral part of modern-
day religious practice.

Live-streamed Worship Services - Once limited to large congregations, online services
became a norm, increasing inclusivity.

Growth of Online Faith Communities - Social media groups provided spiritual support and
connected believers during lockdowns.

Digital Pastoral Care - Video calls and chat-based counseling became prevalent, making
religious guidance more accessible.

Hybrid Worship Models - Many congregations now maintain both online and in-person
services, acknowledging the long-term integration of digital faith practices.

While the question still remains that does digital worship actually enhance faith engagement
or it gives some the opportunity to avoid communal aspects of traditional worship. Covid-
19 definitely acted as a catalyst for the initial shift which was driven by mere necessity, the
long-term integration of digital tools into religious practices suggests that faith communities
will choose to embrace online platforms as a means of out-reach, engagement and spiritual

growth.

The Rise of Religious Influencers Over the Past Years:

Religious influencers have become prominent figures on social media platforms such as
YouTube, Instagram, Facebook and Twitter or X, where they engage with a wide spectrum
of audience with the faith-based content. These influencers use digital tools to connect with
their followers and operate in a more interactive and assessable manner, unlike that of the
traditional faith leaders who are restricted within institutional settings. This rise of religious
influencers in the past years has reshaped religious communication, challenged traditional
religious authorities, while made faith more relatable to the younger audiences.

The rise in religious influencers has attributed to the increase in digitization of religious
discourse and shift in how people consume faith-based content. Social media has provided
a platform for independent religious figures, ranging from imams and pastors to spiritual

coaches and lay believers, to share their interpretations of faith, often without institutional
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backing. According to Zaid et al. (2022), Muslim social media influencers have played a
crucial role in reimaging religious authority and Islamic practices for younger audiences.
Breaking away from the rigid structures of the traditional institutions, they provide a faith-
based guidance in an informal and personalized manner. Similarly, Sheldon (2024)
examines how evangelical influencers on Instagram have cultivated online personas that
merge faith with personal branding, attracting large following by sharing faith inspired
lifestyle contents. These influencers bridge the gap between traditional religious teachings
and modern everyday lifestyle.

The Influence of Religious Influencers on Modern Religious Engagement:

Religious influencers have played an important role in reshaping faith by making religious
teachings more accessible, fostering engagement, and providing alternative interpretations
of traditional doctrines. These influencers use a wide range of approaches to engage be it
through direct preaching, lifestyle vlogging, faith-based motivational talks, or interactive
sessions giving believers a platform to question and understand their faith better. These
influencers have aided to shape the modern religious engagement in methods that have
merged traditional and modern tools to make it easier to grasp for lay people who do not
have a theological background to process the technicalities of their faith.

Expanding Religious Accessibility - Influencers reach audiences beyond traditional
congregations, particularly younger demographics.

Personalized and Relatable Faith - By sharing personal experiences, influencers make
religious teachings more applicable to daily life.

Encouraging Dialogue - Unlike hierarchical religious structures, social media fosters two-
way discussions on faith.

Bridging Faith and Modern Lifestyle - Influencers integrate spirituality with contemporary
topics like mental health and social justice.

Strengthening Online Faith Communities - Virtual religious spaces provide a sense of
belonging and support.

Digital Evangelism and Outreach - Influencers help religious organizations expand their

reach and attract new followers.
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Offering Alternative Religious Perspectives - Many influencers advocate for progressive
theological interpretations, challenging traditional doctrines.

Promoting Philanthropy - Religious influencers leverage their platforms to support social
causes and mobilize donations.

Conclusion:

The rise of religious influencers in the digital age has transformed faith expression, making
religious teachings more accessible and interactive. By leveraging social media, these
influencers democratize religious knowledge, engage global audiences, and integrate faith
with contemporary issues. However, concerns about misinformation, commercialization,
and doctrinal dilution remain significant.

Digital platforms have allowed faith to become more personal and engaging, fostering
dynamic online religious communities. Unlike traditional religious institutions, digital
influencers use personal storytelling and real-time interaction to connect with followers,
making religious teachings more relatable. However, the monetization of faith-based
content raises ethical concerns, as financial incentives may sometimes overshadow spiritual
depth.

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated digital religious engagement, reinforcing social
media's role in faith practices. While online worship offers inclusivity, it also risks reducing
religious participation to passive engagement. Religious institutions and influencers must
work together to ensure that faith remains authentic and spiritually enriching in the digital
age.

Moving forward, striking a balance between innovation and tradition is crucial. Religious
leaders, influencers, and scholars must collaborate to ensure that digital faith fosters genuine
spiritual growth rather than becoming a superficial engagement driven by social media
metrics. By using technology responsibly, faith can continue to inspire and guide individuals

while maintaining its core spiritual values.
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