Faith and Facebook
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FACEBOOK.  I love it.  It’s like a living, breathing organism, rife with voices, shout-outs, connections to far flung friends… and next-door neighbors.  With some photos, politics, comic relief, and Scrabble games thrown in for good measure.  What’s not to love?
I’m a social, extroverted person who also has a thing for staying in touch and maintaining friendships across distance.  And as a stay-at-home, work-at-home mom of toddlers, I benefit from a sip or two of adult interaction during the long days – and will gladly take it in whatever form it comes.  Given my temperament and life circumstances, then, Facebook seems perfectly suited to someone like me.

So what’s the problem?  Is there a problem? Possibly. Not necessarily with Facebook itself, but with me and how I use it.  

Now bear with me.  I’m not about to turn Luddite and start maligning technology or calling Facebook my enemy.  It’s not.  I just want to step back and try to get a handle on the FB picture and how my involvement affects my faith.  
Omnipresent Facebook
Why do I check Facebook so frequently throughout the day?  Because it’s always there and interesting – something new is ever happening.  Bob updated his status; Karen uploaded photos and wrote a note; Sally wrote something interesting on John’s wall. There’s always something to see.  So when I’m feeling isolated or bored or curious – quick click, and there I am, plugged into the world.

And where email is largely static, Facebook is dynamic.  My email inbox may be empty, but Facebook never sleeps.  Even when no one’s communicating directly with me, they’re still doing things I can view.  That’s what makes the site so compelling – it provides an ongoing, open window directly into a slice of my friends’ worlds where I can browse and observe.
Facebook’s 24/7, ever-present nature mimics God.  It’s new every morning; always open for business; perpetually ready for my engagement.  But Facebook – unlike God – asks nothing of me, requires no effort. It’s a relationship that needs no cultivation.  Though I may choose to participate actively, I can also passively receive and be entertained.

These elements of Facebook can make it a perfect idol for social people of my ilk.  If I have a quick go-to outlet that sates my appetite for the omnipresent – one that never sleeps and always offers something new that connects directly to my world – then what need do I have to seek God?  
Mind whose business?

I recently came face to face with this in 1 Thessalonians: “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands…, so that you will not be dependent on anybody.”  (4:11-12)
It was the “mind your own business” that got me.  I’m not  especially gossipy, but the verse struck a nerve regarding my Facebook life.  Facebook is all about minding other people’s business.  I mean, that’s what makes it brilliant – and fun.  You’re at your computer but fully briefed on your brother’s activities 3,000 miles away and, simultaneously, your neighbor’s dinner menu.  How cool!


But in excess, it can be deadly. I can tune into the details of other people’s days to the detriment of my own.  Example: I’m making my kids’ lunch and pull up Facebook while peanut-buttering the sandwiches.  Suddenly I’m engrossed in Liz’s 25-item “about me” list and have ignored three calls of “Mom” from my own son.  I enjoy tidbits of others’ lives while neglecting small moments in my own.  Theirs seem so much more interesting than helping my son find his bulldozer for the fourth time.

A friend considering the potential impact of her joining Facebook said:

“I'm not proud of it, but I already struggle to stay away from the computer in my day-to-day mommy tasks. I find myself a little too eager to see a new message in my inbox some days. When I'm out of step with this great privilege and purpose that I've been given in raising my boys, it's so very easy for me to look for anything else to do. I think it's healthy to stay connected with the outside world, have time for myself etc, but computer time for me is sometimes a little addictive in this way…I'm trying to find some balance in this, and Facebook could tip the scales!”
The biblical call to mind our own business and mind it well is incredibly relevant to us today.  Some in our culture mind others’ business over-much by watching the nightly gossip shows, eager for the latest on Angelina or Brittany.  This is not my temptation.  But Facebook with its endless roll call of other people’s activities – that’s a different story entirely.  Here the temptation to invest overly in other people’s business is strong for me indeed… and even, as Paul further warns, to become dependent on doing so!  Come back from doing errands – check Facebook.  Sit down to do some work –Facebook.  Heading up to bed – check Facebook.. Sounds increasingly like a dependency and decreasingly like minding my own business.

The objectification of life
A few years back, a close friend who keeps an amazing scrapbook of her family’s life confessed to me that, on occasion, she’d undertake photo-worthy family events just to document them and include them in her scrapbook.  This, I thought, was the funniest thing I’d ever heard.  Imagine doing something for the sole purpose of documenting and displaying it!

But the acceleration of routine web and cell photo-sharing has made this mindset a cultural norm. We’re out sledding with our kids; we snap some pics, download them when we get in the door, and upload them to Facebook before the snow’s melted off our mittens.  If it happened – let’s let the world in on it!  Why do it unless we take and post photos?

It can become easy to start living an outside-looking-in life. We can begin to feel that the reality we live is intimately tied to what we project and ‘send out’ to the world.  We find ourselves looking to a sort of external authentication to cinch in our days.

Consider the status update.  What is its purpose?  To record and broadcast a statement about myself to my friends.  Am I off to the zoo?  Tell the world.  Is my teething baby driving me nuts?  Lay it out there.  If I update my status frequently throughout the day, I can find I’m thinking about myself continuously.  “What am I doing now?  How am I feeling?  What do I wish I were doing?”

Some update their FB status so frequently I wonder if they believe events only count if they’re posted. “Let me go update my Facebook status,” one college student told another in a professor friend’s class, “and then we’ll go to lunch.”  What would the status update say – “out of class; headed to lunch”?  Is this really a prerequisite before eating?  Must the world know?

I’ve found that this type of creeping mindset can greatly increase my self-focus in really negative ways. In moderation it’s informative and fun, but in excess—and let’s faces it, excess is the US norm—it can be lethal.  Constantly polling myself for status-update-worthy events can cause me to over-think my every mood and action.  This can set me up for a supremely self-focused life, a bit like living and producing my own mini reality TV show.
C. S. Lewis said, “The real test of being in the presence of God is, that you either forget about yourself altogether or see yourself as a small, dirty object. It is better to forget about yourself altogether.”  As usual, Lewis was right.  If I wish to spend my time in God’s presence, I will learn to focus on him and forget myself.  In the absence of self-restraint, I find it all too easy to dwell on myself in the Facebook arena and a lot harder to forget myself.

Living for an audience of how many?

Os Guinness has written famously about Christ-followers striving to live for an audience of One.  What God thinks of us should matter most, and even exclusively. 
An active participant in Facebook life can find this principle difficult to actualize.  Why?  Because the point of Facebook is to cultivate and interact with an audience.  What is our roster of FB friends but our ready audience?  And the more involved I am on Facebook, the more I cater to my audience.

A practical example: my profile photo.  I change it out periodically when I get bored of it one or get a new picture I like.  It’s great to get a comment on a newly posted profile pic: “cute family” or “great shot”  Flattering; appealing.  My audience approves!
My response is opposite when a friend posts an unflattering photo of me – especially 

I if I’m tagged in it! Untag myself immediately!  Mention it to my friend later, even, and ask them to remove if the photo was bad enough.  Not how I want my audience to view me.
The same goes for the links I post, the notes I write, my status updates.  It’s all being done for my audience of 279 (or however many) friends, and my mental filter is always on – will this be seen as funny or cute?  Will people regard this as enlightening or potentially offensive?  
We want our audience to view us in our best possible light in all of life, not just on Facebook. And we should be thoughtful and intentional about how we present ourselves to the world – in fact, we’re called to do this.  But the nature of Facebook – its ready access, its omnipresence, the continual interaction it offers – can cause us to unwittingly elevate the role of our audience there, possibly to the detriment of our True Audience.
Comparing ourselves with others

The human experience of envy is as old as the sun – no invention of our culture, the internet, or Facebook.  We all grapple with the urge to compare ourselves with others, and any aspect of life – looks, job, family status, wealth, recreation – can be fodder for envy.
But I’ve found that the side-by-side layout of my life alongside my friends’ lives that Facebook offers can be a unique and powerful breeding ground for envy. I’ve got the flu but my college roommate’s status update says her vacation cruise is amazing.  My cousin’s tots look cherubic in new photos she’s posted while my kids haven’t bathed in three days.  The immediacy of it all can cause instant envy.
Galatians 6:4 says, “Don't compare yourself with others.”  Just don’t do it, Paul says – nothing fruitful comes out of it, and it dishonors God. Your life and its contents are between you and God, so don’t look wistfully sideways at those around running their own courses.  This effort can take extra vigilance in the Facebook life.

So what’s a Facebook user to do?
Facebook has scores of positive and redeeming characteristics, and many aspects ehance my life greatly.  I must be in good company since 175 million other people see fit to participate too.  I don’t plan to quit.

So my question is: what care can I take to make sure that I get more out of Facebook that I let it get out of me?  How can I be a righteous user and keep from falling into the traps I’ve identified? 

The keys for me are watchfulness and discipline. Self-control, never an easy one for me, is essential here.  If I treat Facebook as I do chocolate – enjoyable and worthwhile, but only in moderation – I can keep myself on firm footing.

Paul warned the Ephesians to “be very careful how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.”  In an effort to employ wisdom with Facebook – knowing my propensity to go overboard – I came up with some guidelines.
· Limit daily log-ins.  I allow myself a few minutes in the morning and a few before dinner, and I aim for five minutes per session. If I stay on for more than ten minutes, nothing positive emerges.  It turns into a time-waster and often a spiritually vapid – or even negative – experience.  I’m just logging minutes eroding my soul.

· Update status infrequently. I generally update my status when something noteworthy occurs that I want my friend to know – guests visiting; cool trip; family milestone.  I occasionally do ‘for fun’ updates but keep these rare, aiming for three or fewer status updates per week. This prevents me from getting self-focused.

· Post photos rarely.  I upload a batch every few months to ward off a mindset that sees taking and posting photos as central to events' inherent enjoyment.

· Avoid Facebook altogether at regular intervals.  I stay off Facebook for the first five days of each month.  This mini-fast clears my deck of the impulse to ‘check in with Facebook’ regularly as if it were an essential to my day, like eating or parenting.  And abstaining from the myriad voices I hear through Facebook helps me better hear the voices of those closest to me – my God, family, and friends.
My goal is moderation and enough structure to concretely keep myself in check.. Some I know adopt different guidelines, like spending time in the Word before taking any on Facebook.  Other may not have need for any guidelines if their FB usage poses no stumbling block.

My status update?  “Susan seeks to live wisely for Christ, her true Friend, on Facebook and wherever else she finds herself.”
