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All that remains is the possibility of communication.
—Captain Jean Luc-Picard



I N T R O D U C T I O N  
crossed wires

This book is written in the shadow of the millennium, that arbi
trary but incontestable line that the Western imagination has 
drawn in the sands of time. It is also written in the conviction 
that one hardly needs to be decked out in a biblical sandwich 
board or wired to the gills with the latest cyborg gear to feel the 
glittering void of possibility and threat growing at the heart of 
our profoundly technologized society. Even as many of us spend 
our days, in that now universal Californiaism, surfing the datas- 
tream, we can hardly ignore the deeper, more powerful and 
more ominous undertows that tug beneath the froth of our lives 
and labors.

You know the scene. Social structures the world over are 
melting down and mutating, making way for a global McVil- 
lage, a Gaian brain, and a whole heap of chaos. The emperor 
of technoscience has achieved dominion, though his clothes 
are growing more threadbare by the moment, the once noble 
costume of Progress barely concealing far more wayward am
bitions. Across the globe, ferocious postperestroika capitalism 
yanks the rug out from under the nation-state, while the planet 
spits up signs and symptoms of terminal distress. Boundaries 
dissolve, and we drift into the no-man’s zones between syn
thetic and organic life, between actual and virtual environ
ments, between local communities and global flows of goods, 
information, labor, and capital. With pills modifying person
ality, machines modifying bodies, and synthetic pleasures and



4 TECHGNOSIS

networked minds engineering a more fluid and invented sense 
of self, the boundaries of our identities are mutating as well. 
The horizon melts into a limitless question mark, and like the 
cartographers of old, we glimpse yawning monstrosities and 
mind-forged utopias beyond the edges of our paltry and pro
visional maps.

Regardless of how secular this ultramodern condition appears, 
the velocity and mutability of the times invokes a certain 
supernatural quality that must be seen, at least in part, through 
the lenses of religious thought and the fantastic storehouse of the 
archetypal imagination. Inside the United States, within whose 
high-tech bosom I quite self-consciously write, the spirit has 
definitely made a comeback—if it could be said to have ever left 
this giddy, gold rush land, where most people believe in the Lord 
and his coming kingdom, and more than youd guess believe in 
UFOs. Today God has become one of Times favorite cover boys, 
and a Black Muslim numerologist can lead the most imaginative 
march on the nations capital since the Yippies tried to levitate the 
Pentagon. Self-help maestros and corporate consultants 
promulgate New Age therapies, as strains of Buddhism both 
scientific and technicolor seep through the intelligentsia, and half 
the guests on Oprah pop up wearing angel pins. The surge of 
interest in alternative medicine injects non-Western and ad hoc 
spiritual practices into the mainstream, while deep ecologists turn 
up the boil on the nature mysticism long simmering in the 
American soul. This rich confusion is even more evident in our 
brash popular culture, where science-fiction films, digital 
environments, and urban tribes are reconfiguring old archetypes 
and imaginings within a vivid comic-book frame. From The X- 
Files to occult computer games, from Xena: Warrior Princess to 
Magic: The Gathering playing cards, the pagan and the para
normal have colonized the twilight zones of pop media.

These signs are not just evidence of a media culture exploit
ing the crude power of the irrational. They reflect the fact that 
people inhabiting all frequencies of the socioeconomic spectrum 
are intentionally reaching for some of the oldest navigational 
tools known to humankind: sacred ritual and metaphysical
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speculation, spiritual regimen and natural spell. For some super
ficial spiritual consumers, this means prepackaged answers to 
the thorny questions of life; but for many others, the quest for 
meaning and connection has led individuals and communities 
to construct meaningful frameworks for their lives, worldviews 
that actually deepen their willingness and ability to face the 
strangeness of our days.

So here we are: a hypertechnological and cynically postmodern 
culture seemingly drawn like a passel of moths toward the 
guttering flames of the premodern mind. And it is with this 
apparent paradox in mind that I have written TechGnosis: a secret 
history of the mystical impulses that continue to spark and sustain 
the Western world’s obsession with technology, and especially with 
its technologies of communication.

My topic may seem rather obscure at first, for common 
sense tells us that mysticism has no more in common with tech
nology than the twilight cry of wild swans has with the clatter 
of Rock’em Sock’em Robots. Historians and sociologists inform 
us that the West’s mystical heritage of occult dreamings, spiri
tual transformations, and apocalyptic visions crashed on the sci
entific shores of the modern age. According to this narrative, 
technology has helped disenchant the world, forcing the ances
tral symbolic networks of old to give way to the crisp, secular 
game plans of economic development, skeptical inquiry, and 
material progress. But the old phantasms and metaphysical 
longings did not exactly disappear. In many cases, they dis
guised themselves and went underground, worming their way 
into the cultural, psychological, and mythological motivations 
that form the foundations of the modern world. As we will see 
throughout this book, mystical impulses sometimes body- 
snatched the very technologies that supposedly helped yank 
them from the stage in the first place. And it is these techno- 
mystical impulses—sometimes sublimated, sometimes acknow
ledged, sometimes masked in the pop detritus of science fiction 
or video games—that TechGnosis seeks to reveal.

For well over a century, the dominant images of technology 
have been industrial: the extraction and exploitation of natural
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resources, the mechanization of work through the assembly line, 
and the bureaucratic command-and-control systems that large and 
impersonal institutions favor. Lewis Mumford called this 
industrial image of technology the “myth of the machine,” a myth 
that insists on the authority of technical and scientific elites, and in 
the intrinsic value of efficiency, control, unrestrained technological 
development, and economic expansion. As many historians and 
sociologists have recognized, this secular image was framed all 
along by Christian myths: the biblical call to conquer nature, the 
Protestant work ethic, and, in particular, the millennialist vision of 
a New Jerusalem, the earthly paradise that the Book of Revelation 
claims will crown the course of history. Despite a century of 
Hiroshimas, Bhopals, and Chernobyls, this myth of an engineered 
utopia still propels the ideology of technological progress, with its 
perennial promises of freedom, prosperity, and release from disease 
and want.

Today a new, less mechanized myth has sprung from the 
brow of the industrial megamachine: the myth of information, 
of electric minds and boundless databases, computer forecasts 
and hypertext libraries, immersive media dreams and a plane
tary blip-culture woven together with global telecommunication 
nets. Certainly this myth still rides atop the same mechanical 
behemoth that lurched out of Europe’s chilly bogs and con
quered the globe, but for the most part, TechGnosis will focus 
on information technologies alone, placing them in their own, 
more spectral light. For of all technologies, it is the technologies 
of information and communication that most mold and shape 
the source of all mystical glimmerings: the human self.

From the moment that humans began etching grooves into 
ancient wizard bones to mark the cycles of the moon, the process 
of encoding thought and experience into a vehicle of expression has 
influenced the changing nature of the self. Information technology 
tweaks our perceptions, communicates our picture of the world to 
one another, and constructs remarkable and sometimes insidious 
forms of control over the cultural stories that shape our sense of the 
world. The moment we invent a significant new device for 
communication—talking drums, papyrus scrolls, printed books,
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crystal sets, computers, pagers—we partially reconstruct the self 
and its world, creating new opportunities (and new traps) for 
thought, perception, and social experience.

By their very nature, the technologies of information and 
communication—“media” in the broad sense of the term—are 
technocultural hybrids. On the one hand, they are crafted things, 
material mechanisms that are conceived, constructed, and 
exploited for gain. But media technologies are also animated by 
something that has nothing to do with matter or technique. More 
than any other invention, information technology transcends its 
status as a thing, simply because it allows for the incorporeal 
encoding and transmission of mind and meaning. In a sense, this 
hybridity reflects the age-old sibling rivalry between form and 
content: the material and technical structure of media impose 
formal constraints on communication, even as the immediacy of 
communication continues to challenge formal limitations as it 
crackles from mind to mind, pushing the envelope of intelligence, 
art, and information flow. By creating a new interface between the 
self, the other, and the world beyond, media technologies become 
part of the self, the other, and the world beyond. They form the 
building blocks, and even in some sense the foundation, for what 
we now increasingly think of as “the social construction of reality.”

Historically, the great social constructions belong to the 
religious imagination: the animistic world of nature magic, the 
ritualized social narratives of mythology, the ethical inwardness of 
the “religions of the book,” and the increasingly rationalized 
modern institutions of faith that followed them. These various 
paradigms marked their notions and symbols in the world around 
them, using architecture, language, icons, costumes, and social 
ritual—and often whatever media they could get their hands on. 
For reasons that cannot simply be chalked up to the desire for 
power and conformity, the religious imagination has an 
irrepressible and almost desperate urge to remake the mental world 
humans share by communicating itself to others. From 
hieroglyphs to the printed book, from radio to computer networks, 
the spirit has found itself inside a variety of new botdes, and each 
new medium has become, in a variety of contradictory ways, part
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of the message. When the Norse god Odin swaps an eye for the gift 
of the runes, or when Paul ofTarsus writes in a letter that the Word 
of God is written in our hearts, or when New Age mediums 
“channel spiritual information,” the ever-shifting boundaries 
between media and the self are redrawn in technomystical terms.

This process continues apace, although today you often 
need to dig beneath the garish, commercialized, and oversatu
rated surface of the information age to find its archetypes and 
metaphysical concerns. The virtual topographies of our millen
nial world are rife with angels and aliens, with digital avatars 
and mystic Gaian minds, with utopian longings and gnostic sci
ence fictions, and with dark forebodings of apocalypse and 
demonic enchantment. These figures ride the expanding and 
contracting waves of media fads, hype, and economic activity, 
and some of them are already disappearing into an increasingly 
market-dominated information culture. But though techno
mystical concerns are deeply intertwined with the changing 
sociopolitical conditions of our rapidly globalizing civilization, 
their spiritual forebears are rooted in the long-ago. By invoking 
such old ones here, and bringing them into the discourse and 
contexts of contemporary technoculture, I hope to shine a light 
on some of the more dangerous and unwieldy visions that 
charge technologies. Even more fundamentally, however, I hope 
my secret history can provide some imaginal maps and mystical 
scorecards for the metaverse that is now swallowing up so many 
of us, all across network earth.

You may think you are holding a conventional book, a solid 
and familiar chunk of infotech with chapters and endnotes and a 
linear argument about the mystical roots of technoculture. But that 
is really just a clever disguise. Once dissolved in your mindstream, 
TechGnosis will become a resonating hypertext, one whose links 
leap between machines and dreams, information and spirit, the 
dustbin of history and the alembics of the soul. Instead of “taking 
a stand,” TechGnosis ranges rather promiscuously across the 
disciplinary boundaries that usually chop up the world of thought,
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drawing the reader into a fluctuating play network of polarities and 
hidden networks. The connections it draws are many: between 
myth and science, transcendent intuition and technological 
control, the virtual worlds we imagine and the real world we 
cannot escape. It is a dreambook of the technological unconscious. 
Perhaps the most important polarity that underlies the 
psychological dynamics of technomysticism is a yin and yang I will 
name spirit and soul. By soul, I basically mean the creative 
imagination, that aspect of our psyches that perceives the world as 
an animated field of powers and images. Soul finds and loses itself 
in enchantment; it speaks the tongue of dream and phantasm, 
which should never be confused with mere fantasy. Spirit is an 
altogether different bird: an impersonal, incorporeal spark that 
seeks clarity, essence, and a blast of the absolute. Archetypal 
psychologist James Hillman uses the image of peaks and valleys to 
characterize these two very different modes of the self. He notes 
that the mountaintop is a veritable logo of the “spiritual” quest, a 
place where the religious seeker overcomes gravity in order to win 
a peak experience or an adamantine code worthy of ruling a life. 
But the soul forswears such towering and otherworldly views; it 
remains in the mesmerizing vale of tears and desires, a fecund and 
polytheistic world of things and creatures, and the images and 
stories that things and creatures breed.

Spirit and soul twine their way throughout this book like the 
two strands of DNA, both enchanting and spiritualizing media 
technologies. On the one hand, we’ll see that technologies can 
serve as the vehicles for spells, ghosts, and animist intuitions. On 
the other, they can provide launching pads for transcendence, for 
the disembodied flights of gnosis. The different “styles” of spirit 
and soul can even be seen in the two basic encoding methods that 
define media: analog and digital. Analog gadgets reproduce signals 
in continuous, variable waves of real energy, while digital devices 
recode information into discrete symbolic chunks. Think of the 
difference between vinyl LPs and music compact discs. LPs are 
inscribed with unbroken physical grooves that mimic and re
present the sound waves that ripple through the air. In contrast, 
CDs chop up (or “sample”) such waves into individual bits,
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encoding those digital units into tiny pits that are read and 
reconstructed by your stereo gear at playback. The analog world 
sticks to the grooves of soul—warm, undulating, worn with the 
pops and scratches of material history. The digital world boots up 
the cool matrix of the spirit: luminous, abstract, more code than 
corporeality. The analog soul runs on the analogies between things; 
the digital spirit divides the world between clay and information.

In the first chapter, I will trace the origins of these two strands 
of technomysticism to the ancient mythological figure of Hermes 
Trismegistus, a technological wizard who will inaugurate the dance 
between magic and invention, media and mind. Tracing this 
hermetic tradition into the modern world, I will discuss how the 
discovery of electricity sparked animist ideas and occult 
experiences even as it laid the groundwork for the information age. 
Next, I will recast the epochal birth of cybernetics and the 
electronic computer in a transcendental light provided by the 
ancient lore of Gnosticism. Then I’ll show how the spiritual 
counterculture of the 1960s created a liberatory and even magical 
relationship to media and technology, a psychedelic mode of 
mind-tweaking that feeds directly into todays cyberculture. 
Finally, I’ll turn to our “datapocalyptic” moment and show how 
the UFOs, Gaian minds, New World Orders, and techno-utopias 
that hover above the horizon of the third millennium subliminally 
feed off images and compulsions deeply rooted in the spiritual 
imagination.

Given the delusions and disasters that religious and mystic 
thought courts, some may legitimately wonder whether we might 
not be better off just completing the critical and empirical task 
undertaken by Freud, Nietzsche, and your favorite scientific 
reductionist. The simple answer is that we cannot. Collectively, 
human societies can no more dodge sublime imaginings or 
spiritual yearnings than they can transcend the tidal pulls of eros. 
We are beset with a thirst for meaning and connection that 
centuries of skeptical philosophy, hardheaded materialism, and an 
increasingly nihilist culture have yet to douse, and this thirst 
conjures up the whole tattered carnival of contemporary religion: 
oily New Age gurus and Pentecostal crusaders, existential



Buddhists and liberation theologians, psychedelic pagan ravers and 
grizzled deep ecologists. Even the cosmic awe conjured by science 
fiction or the outer-space snapshots of the Hubbell telescope calls 
forth our ever-deeper, ever-brighter possible selves.

While I certainly hope that Tech Gnosis can help strengthen the 
wisdom of these often inchoate yearnings, I am more interested in 
understanding how technomystical ideas and practices work than I 
am in shaking them down for their various and not inconsiderable 
“errors.” Sober voices will appear throughout my book like a 
chorus of skeptics, but my primary concern remains the spiritual 
imagination and how it mutates in the face of changing tech
nologies. William Gibson’s famous quip about new technologies 
—that the street finds its own uses for things—applies to what 
many seekers call “the path” as well. As we will see throughout this 
book, the spiritual imagination seizes information technology for 
its own purposes. In this sense, technologies of communication are 
always, at least potentially, technologies of the sacred, simply 
because the ideas and experiences of the sacred have always 
informed human communication.

By appropriating and re-visioning communication 
technologies, the spiritual imagination often fashions symbols and 
rituals from the technical mode of communication it employs: 
hieroglyphs, printing press, the online database. By reimagining 
technologies in this way, new meanings are invested into the 
universe of machines, and new virtual possibilities emerge. The 
very ambiguity of the term information, which has made it such an 
infectious and irritating buzzword, has also allowed old intuitions 
to pop up in secular guise. Today, there is so much pressure on 
information—the word, the concept, the stuff itself—that it 
crackles with energy, drawing to itself mythologies, metaphysics, 
hints of arcane magic. As information expands beyond its reductive 
sense as a quantitative measure of meaning, groups and individuals 
also find room to resist and recast the dominant technological 
narratives of war and commerce, and to inject their fractured 
postmodern lives with digitally remastered forms of community, 
imagination, and cosmic connection.

Of course, as any number of “new paradigm” visionaries or

crossed wires | 11



12 j TECHGNOSIS

Wired magazine cover stories prove, it’s easy to lose one’s way 
in the maze of hope, hype, and novelty that defines the infor
mation age. As any extraterrestrial anthropologist beaming down 
for a look-see would note, the computer has definitely become 
an idol—and a rather demanding one at that, almost as thirsty 
for sacrifice as the holy spirit of money itself. Since the empire 
of global capitalism is wagering the future of the planet on tech
nology, we are right to distrust any myths that obscure the enor
mous costs of the path we’ve taken. In the views of many 
prophets today, crying in and for the wilderness, the spiritual 
losses we have accrued in our haste to measure, exploit, and 
commodify the world are already beyond reckoning. By sub
mitting ourselves to the ravenous and nihilistic robot of science, 
technology, and media culture, we have cut ourselves off from 
the richness of the soul and from the deeply nourishing net
works of family, community, and the local land.

I deeply sympathize with these attempts to disenchant 
technology and to deflate the banal fantasies and pernicious hype 
that fuel todays digital economy. In fact, Tech Gnosis will hopefully 
provide some ammo for the debate. But as both the doomsdays of 
the neo-Luddites and the gleaming Tomorrowlands of the techno- 
utopians prove, technology embodies an image of the soul, or 
rather a host of images: redemptive, demonic, magical, 
transcendent, hypnotic, alive. We must come to grips with these 
images before we can creatively and consciously answer the 
question of technology, for that question has always been fringed 
with phantasms.

One thing seems clear: We cannot afford to think in the 
Manichean terms that often characterize the debate on new 
technologies. Technology is neither a devil nor an angel. But 
neither is it simply a “tool,” a neutral extension of some rock- 
solid human nature. Technology is a trickster, and it has been 
so since the first culture hero taught the human tribe how to 
spin wool before he pulled it over our eyes. The trickster shows 
how intelligence fares in an unpredictable and chaotic world; 
he beckons us through the open doors of innovation and traps 
us in the prison of unintended consequences. And it is with
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a bit of the trickster’s spirit—mischievous, riddling, and 
thoroughly cross-wired—that I shoot these media tales and 
technological reflections into the towering din.



I X
datapocalypse

When asked whether he was an optimist or a pessimist, Marshall 
McLuhan would invariably respond that he was an apocalypdcist. 
This characteristically snappy comeback not only reminds us of 
McLuhan s devout Catholicism, but gives a hint as to why the man 
was so loath to take explicit moral or political stances regarding the 
electronic society he helped bring to public consciousness. To the 
consternation of his many critics, McLuhan placed himself in the 
position of a media seer who divined the technological “signs of the 
times” at an ironic and fatalistic remove from the secular stage of 
social action and historical conflict. But McLuhan was not so 
much a technological determinist as a technological exegete; he 
read the mediascape through the filters of his own extraordinarily 
erudite imagination, allowing analogies as much as analysis to lead 
him forward. This method allowed McLuhan to give intellectual 
voice to a hunch much deeper than the sociopolitical discourse of 
what most media theorists can articulate: the hunch that human 
being and human civilization are undergoing a tumultuous 
transformation, one so total and irrevocable it can barely be seen.

For the true apocalypticist, the sense that history is about to 
turn a corner conjures up a psychological stance far more com
plex than optimism or pessimism, because the apocalyptic turn 
partly derives its power from the commingling and even confu
sion of salvation and doom. Even the old school visions of the 
biblical apocalypticists were deeply polarized, split between rap
ture and plague, the New Jerusalem and the Antichrist, the
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coming of the Messiah and the final trip to the pit. McLuhans 
schizophrenia on this account could be extreme. On the one 
hand, he could proclaim, as he did to Playboy in 1969, that 
computer networks hold out the promise of creating

a technologically engendered state of universal understand
ing and unity, a state of absorption in the logos that could 
knit mankind into one family and create a perpetuity of col
lective harmony and peace.

Invoking Dantes belief that humans will live as broken frag
ments until we are “unified into an inclusive consciousness,” 
McLuhan brought it all down to brass tacks: “In a Christian 
sense, this is merely a new interpretation of the mystical body of 
Christ; and Christ, after all, is the ultimate extension of man.”212 
But at nearly the same time, McLuhan was capable of nursing 
vasdy darker views about the new technoculture. In a letter to 
the Thomist philosopher Jacques Maritain, McLuhan flip- 
flopped on his Playboy vision in about the starkest terms imag
inable:

Electric information environments being utterly ethereal 
foster the illusion of the world as spiritual substance. It is 
now a reasonable facsimile of the mystical body [of Christ], 
a blatant manifestation of the Anti-Christ. After all, the 
Prince of this world is a very great electric engineer.213

Here McLuhan condemns electronic media, not only for 
encouraging a denial of the material world (by which he meant 
the gnostic heresy of docetism), but for producing a demonic 
simulacrum of the very mystical body he invoked in Playboy In 
the letter to Maritain, he also hints that certain powers and 
principalities are actually engineering this satanic state of affairs, 
suspicions nurtured by McLuhans dabbling interest in Catholic 
conspiracy theories about cabals of gnostic Illuminati scheming 
to manhandle the course of history.

McLuhan was hardly alone in his apocalyptic hunches, then
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or now. Many today feel a sense of vertigo growing at the heart of 
things, an almost subliminal rumbling along the fault lines of the 
real. The fringe-watcher Art Bell, who broadcasts news of the 
weird on his enormously popular talk radio show, calls it the 
quickening. Bell’s term is apt, because the mere acceleration of 
technological and socio-economic change today is enough to 
lend a surreal and terrifying edge to the social mutations that 
mark our everyday lives. New technologies are transforming war, 
commerce, science, reproduction, labor, culture, love, and death 
at a speed that boggles the best of minds. As global flows of 
information, products, peoples, and simulacra gush into our 
immediate lifeworlds, they chip away at our sense of standing on 
solid ground, of being rooted in a particular time and place. The 
French philosopher Paul Virilio, a curiously postmodern 
Catholic, argues that the sheer velocity of information, images, 
and technological metamorphosis is actually dissolving our sense 
of historical time. Though we long ago accustomed ourselves to 
the manic rhythms of modern life, it sometimes seems as if we 
have been captured by an even deeper and more violent undertow 
in the tides of time, a ferocious rip that threatens to pull us out to 
sea.

Of course, our generation would hardly be the first to feel 
the rumblings of some tectonic shift in the bedrock of history. 
In fact, it’s tough to find a time during the last couple of mil
lennia when some people somewhere didn't think that the last 
days were upon them. Given the right social or psychological 
conditions, the right degree of utopian passion or violent 
upheaval and the intense sense of imminence that characterizes 
apocalyptic time will emerge. Though countless culminating 
dates have come and gone with nary a hoofbeat or a trumpet 
call, eschatological prophets refuse to stop second-guessing the 
calendar. Toss in a major odometer click like 2000, and mirages 
of Armageddon and the Golden Age are guaranteed to pop up 
on the horizon.

Perhaps the West has written itself into a narrative trap and 
cannot escape its old grandiose fairy tale of fulfillment and 
annihilation, a story that, like all good stories, both demands
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and staves off its own end. Though the cosmic sense of an end
ing can be seen as a peculiar pathology of the historical 
religions, the eschatological imagination long ago leaked into 
secular myths of history and scientific progress. As we will see 
in this chapter, technologies are shot through with myths that 
frame the story of time, myths of utopia and cataclysm alike. 
So it should not be surprising that many of the stories circu
lating about the “information revolution” feed off the patterns 
of eschatological thought, nor that technological images of sal
vation and doom keep hitting the screens of the social imag
ination like movie trailers for the ultimate summer 
blockbuster. Indeed, you need only scratch the surface of tech
noculture to discover the infectious intuition that, whether 
angel or antichrist or AI supermind, something mutant this 
way comes.

Even the most tough-minded engineers are looking toward 
the year 2000 with dread these days—and for good reason. 
Countless computer systems across the globe, especially the 
“legacy systems” that form the primitive strata of many com
mercial, banking, and governmental institutions, store the 
given year as a two-digit numeral, and will therefore misread 
2000 as 1900, unleashing unpredictable and potentially cata
strophic errors in the process. As of this writing, the Y2K glitch 
is already fomenting anxious fears and paranoid rumors, sto
ries that remind us how tightly we are lashed to time, or rather 
to the often arbitrary frameworks we use to categorize and con
trol its always imminent flux. The fact that the West’s histor
ical odometer was set by Christian bureaucrats with ten fingers 
doesn’t mean that the clock’s not ticking.

Here is my humble prediction: the end times will keep 
beckoning long past Y2K. We must do better than simply 
snicker about the irrationality of apocalyptic thought, which 
is no more sensible and no less interesting or convulsive than 
gambling or good poetry. The really compelling question is 
how we grapple with the apocalyptic feelings and figments that 
already crackle through the world. From where I stand, we 
should no more ignore these ominous signs and wonders than



we should interpret them as literal forebodings of a certain 
fate. As Japan’s Aum Shinrikyo cult proved, apocalyptic inti
mations can be insanely dangerous, but they can also serve as 
dreamtexts for the Zeitgeist. Even more potent is their ability 
to shatter the illusory sense that the world today is simply 
muddling on as it always has. This is not the case. We live on 
the brink in a time of accelerating noise and fury, of newly 
minted nightmares and invisible architectures of luminous 
code that just might help save the day. The sense of an end
ing ruptures the false complacency of the everyday, and al
lows us to glimpse our global turbulence, if only for a blink 
of an eye, under the implacable sign of the absolute.

Eschatechnology

In the twelfth century, Joachim of Fiore returned from a tour of 
the Holy Lands and decided to don the robes of a Cistercian 
monk. Joachim soon tired of administrative duties and fled the 
order, retreating to the mountains to take up a fugitive life as a 
contemplative. By the end of his life, Joachim’s popular and 
visionary works of biblical exegesis, as well as the occasional 
blasts of illumination he received from on high, won him the 
mantle of prophet in his own time. But though some popes 
praised his writings, and Dante stuck him in Paradise, other the
ological heavyweights were spooked by the revolutionary 
import of his work and wrote him off as a raging heretic. As far 
as Catholics are concerned, the jury is still out.

Joachim’s questionable theological taste was his obsession 
with the Book of Revelation, the big-budget apocalypse that 
ends the Christian Bible. The scripture itself was written at the 
end of the first century C.E., when the first generation of Chris
tians eagerly expected the imminent and literal return of their 
messiah. The young cult was undergoing a wave of Roman per
secution, and when the Christian prophet John wound up 
imprisoned on the isle of Patmos, he felt compelled to pen an 
apocalypse, a vision of the final days. Along with depicting hor
rendous waves of plagues, battles, and tribulations, John’s text
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centered on a glorious king who would wrestle the Antichrist, 
stomp out the beasdy empires of the world, and set up shop in 
a redeemed but earthly kingdom known as the New Jerusalem. 
Centuries later, when the Christian Bible was finally fixed in 
canonical stone, the Book of Revelation made it in by the skin 
of its teeth. Already it was something of a thorn in the side of 
Rome, which was forced to square the book’s embattled vision 
of a future messianic kingdom with the Church’s own existence 
as an established institutional power in a patently unredeemed 
world. To solve this discrepancy, Saint Augustine declared that 
John’s apocalypse was a purely symbolic allegory, and that the 
millennial Kingdom of God was already present on earth in the 
body of the Church.

As a divinely inspired reader, Joachim was not interested 
in squeezing such pale allegories from Revelation, but in coax
ing the spirit of prophecy from the hard rind of the letter. 
Mystically musing on the hidden allegorical correspondences 
between the Old and New Testaments, Joachim finally came 
up, he believed, with the keys to history. Laying the Christ
ian Trinity along a linear time line, Joachim declared history 
to be the progressive realization of the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit. The earliest age of the Father was characterized 
by the rule of law and the fear of God, while the second age, 
kick-started by Jesus and signified by the shift from the Old 
to New Testaments, was the Age of the Son, a time of faith 
and filial devotion to the gospel and the Church. But Joachim 
heard a third era knocking on the door: a new age of the Holy 
Spirit. With its coming, the edifice of the worldly Church, 
with its institutional sacraments and scriptural law, would give 
way to a free eruption of love, joy, and wisdom that would en
dure until the Last Judgment. Joachim’s millennial utopia 
would see “spiritual knowledge” directly revealed into the 
hearts of all men, a kind of universally distributed, charismatic 
gnosis that would fulfill Moses’ lament in Numbers 11:29: 
“Would God that all the Lord’s people were prophets, and that 
the Lord would put his spirit upon them!”

Joachim’s prophecies were deeply revolutionary in import.
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They suggested that the world and the people in it were des
tined to radically improve; more dangerously, they sparked the 
desire to accelerate the arrival of the third age through social 
change and individual spiritual growth. With Joachim’s third 
age in mind, the Holy Spirit became the religious poster child 
for any number of perfectionists, visionaries, cranks, and rev
olutionary monks, including the Franciscans, the Beghards, 
the antinomian Free Spirit cult, and later the more anarchist 
Protestant revolts. But the speculative waves from Joachim’s 
work surged beyond theology. By casting history as a self- 
transcending process, Joachim prepared the way for thoroughly 
modern ideas about progress, revolution, and social develop
ment. As Norman Cohn writes in his classic book The Pur
suit of the Millennium, “the long-term, indirect influence of 
Joachims speculations can be traced right down to the present 
day, and most clearly in certain ‘philosophies of history’ of 
which the Church emphatically disapproves.”214 Joachim 
helped foster the evolutionary notions of history honed by 
Hegel and the positivist Auguste Comte, who saw history as 
an ascent from the theological to the metaphysical to the sci
entific. Even Marx and Engels, atheists and historical materi
alists who snippily referred to presocialist utopias as 
“duodecimo editions of the New Jerusalem,” could not escape 
the millennialist shadow of Joachim’s three ages. They believed 
human social history began with agrarian or primitive com
munism, passed through the heinous machineries of capital
ism, and finally came to rest in a triumphant communism, a 
classless heaven on earth in which the state withers away, alien
ation is banished, and the proletariat is free. By the time that 
the Russian and Chinese revolutions came around, Marxism 
had bloomed into a thoroughly messianic movement—even if 
ideologically it remained utterly hostile to the transcendent as
pirations of religion.

Communism was not the twentieth century’s only 
encounter with Joachim’s “pattern of threes.” After Hitler’s 
insanely millennialist Third Reich, Joachim’s age of the Spirit 
pops up in the heart of postwar visions of the information age.
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In his best-selling and influential book The Third Wave, Alvin 
Toffler proclaimed that we were on the edge of an imminent 
and astounding phase-shift toward a postagrarian, postindus
trial society based on freedom, individualism, decentralization, 
and mutant machines. Toffler’s prophecies were grounded and 
perceptive enough to be reckoned with, but their speculative 
breadth was also intoxicating enough to lend an expectant and 
even prophetic tone to the growing rhetoric of the “information 
revolution.” Prominent surfers on the third wave later included 
Wired magazine, the short-lived Republican Revolution sparked 
by Newt Gingrich, and the high-octane business books and 
seminars of George Gilder, Tom Peters, and any number of 
technocapitalist gurus and visionaries. Gilder, for one, waxes 
quite mystical at times. Besides praising the literally divine inge
nuity of technowiz start-ups, Gilder even implies that the rapid 
shrinking of the microchip is leading our civilization to the 
brink of some magnificent incorporeal transformation.

Though the revolutionary rhetoric of digital technocapitalism 
has been attacked for its hubris, myopia, and blind insensitivity to 
the corporeal problems of the world, it also signifies a truth with 
considerable consequences: the scientific and technological 
development that has characterized Western culture for centuries is 
infused with millennialist fervor. As the historian David Noble 
shows in his revelatory book The Religion of Technology, Joachims 
drive to perfect history fed directly into the medieval world’s 
changing notions of technology, as monasteries began 
incorporating the once lowly “mechanical arts” into their 
otherworldly labor. Besides embodying man’s God-given rational 
superiority to the rest of nature, technology enabled him to 
dominate and transform the fallen world. Following the 
Renaissance, the West committed itself to what Michael Grosso 
calls “the slow apocalypse of progress,” as science and technology 
took on the task of regenerating the earth and revealing its secrets. 
In Noble’s words, technology became eschatology, with the result 
that the technomania of our contemporary world “remains 
suffused with religious belief.”

Consciously or not, much of this exuberance is linked to the



datapocalypse | 307

final reel of the Book of Revelation, when, after a series of 
baroque calamities, the New Jerusalem finally descends from 
heaven. Alongside Plato’s philosophical Republic, the New 
Jerusalem is the theological prototype of utopia: an adamantine 
urban jewel of spiritual design and revolutionary moral import. 
Though the river of life percolates along its golden streets, and 
fruit trees bloom with genetically engineered reliability, the 
Heavenly City’s layout and materials are anything but natural. 
Radiant and transparent, the burg has no need of sun or moon 
because “the glory of God is its light.” Moreover, its touchdown 
is accompanied by a total cosmic transformation, the emergence 
of “a new heaven and a new earth.”

Despite twentieth-century thrill rides like Hiroshima, Cher
nobyl, and Bhopal, the most evangelical proponents of science 
and technocapitalist progress continue to spout perfectionist 
promises about the new earth that lies just around the corner. 
Nanotechnology proselytizers declare that molecular machines 
will soon give us unimaginable creative power over material real
ity, while some DNA researchers suggest that the decoding of 
the human genome will allow us to perfect the species, if not 
conquer death itself. A few visionary scientists and mathemati
cians even talk about the coming Singularity, a point on the 
near horizon when the rapid developments in artificial intelli
gence, robotics, microchip power, and biotechnologies will con
verge, producing an unimaginable change of state that will erase 
the logic of human history and render all prognostications 
mute.

Though reproductive technologies and genetic engineering 
may well end up influencing the shape of the future far more 
intensely than computers, the machineries of information and 
communication continue to carry many of today’s headiest 
eschatechnological fantasies. As we saw in chapter II, commu
nications technology has carried a millennialist charge since 
media started tapping into electricity, the symbolic material of 
enlightenment both sacred and profane. We already heard the 
American congressman F. O. J. Smith’s claim that, by “annihi
lating space,” the telegraph would cause “a revolution
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unsurpassed in moral grandeur by any discovery that has been 
made in the arts and sciences.”215 The evangelist and technolog
ical prophet Alonzo Jackman was similarly enthused when he 
proclaimed in 1846 that the electrical telegraph would allow “all 
the inhabitants of the earth [to] be brought into one intellectual 
neighborhood and be at the same time perfectly freed from 
those contaminations which might under other circumstances 
be received.”216

These speculations introduce a number of startlingly famil
iar motifs into the technoutopian rhetoric of new communica
tions technologies: moral revolution, the global village, the 
apocalyptic collapse of time and space, even the hygiene of 
purely virtual contact. Bell’s telephone brought a more democ
ratic factor into the equation; in 1880, the august Scientific 
American anticipated “nothing less than a new organization of 
society—a state of things in which every individual, however 
secluded, will have at call every other individual in the commu
nity.”217 When the French Bishop of Aix consecrated an electri
cal plant to God’s work, the writing was on the wall: Electricity 
not only signified the sublime and spectacular, but would do the 
work of building a millennial kingdom of light. These electrical 
dreams leaked into the electromagnetic spectrum as well; Tesla 
wrote that the wireless would be “very efficient in enlightening 
the masses, particularly in still uncivilized countries and less 
accessible regions, and that it [would] add materially to general 
safety, comfort and convenience, and maintenance of peaceful 
relations.”218

It does not take a Joachim to see where all this is heading. 
Today, we are saturated with the rhetoric of “mythinformation,” 
which the social critic Langdon Winner defines as “the almost 
religious conviction” that a widespread adoption of computers, 
communications networks, and electronic databases will 
automatically produce a better world for humanity. With the 
growth and interbreeding of the Internet, wireless satellite 
networks, global media, and the myriad worlds of the computer, 
the communications utopia arises yet again. With astounding 
predictability, we tell ourselves (and are told) that the digital age is
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an evolutionary leap forward for humanity, one that will help 
empower the individual, restore community, aid the infirm, 
overcome prejudice, turbocharge democracy, make us smarter and 
richer, and maybe even spark world peace. “Something is 
happening,” promises an IBM TV spot, as a montage of the world’s 
myriad peoples zeroes in on a wise old African man. “Just plug in, 
and the world is yours.” In an MTV-flavored television 
advertisement for the MCI Network, which informs us that the 
information superhighway is open to all colors and ages, we see the 
word “utopia?” typed out on a terminal screen; “No, the Internet,” 
a voice-over tells us.

In his cornerstone essay for the influential collection Cyber
space: First Steps, the architecture professor Michael Benedikt 
points out that the cultural myth of cyberspace owes much of its 
resonance to the image of the Heavenly City. Like the New 
Jerusalem, cyberspace promises weightlessness, radiance, palaces 
within palaces, the transcendence of nature, and the pleroma of 
all cultured things. Benedikt goes so far as to offer an informa
tional vision of fleshless redemption, suggesting that the “realm 
of pure information” may

decontaminat[e] the natural and urban landscapes, redeem
ing them, saving them . . . from all the inefficiencies, pollu
tions (chemical and informational), and corruptions 
attendant to the process of moving information attached to 
things—from paper to brains—across, over, and under the 
vast and bumpy surface of the earth.219

Benedikt acknowledges that his visions of cyberspace remain 
pipe dreams. On the other hand, he makes the equally valid 
point that the power and persistence of such ancient “mental 
geographies” and salvational myths ensure that, for all the 
silicon snake oil and corrosive applications that accompany 
digital communications, cyberspace will continue to retain a 
degree of “mytho-logic.”

In the next section, we will look more closely at the religious 
and apocalyptic myths that inform our fascination with
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communication and its technologies. But it’s crucial to note that 
the euphoria of the information age also emerges from the sense 
of rupture that powerful new media introduce into society. As I 
have suggested throughout this book, different forms of com
munication—oracular performance, writing, print, television, 
email—shape social and individual consciousness along specific 
lines, creating unique networks of perceptions, experiences, and 
interpersonal possibilities that help shape the social construc
tion of reality. From this it follows that when a culture’s techni
cal structure of communication mutates quickly and 
significantly, both social and individual “reality” are in for a bit 
of a ride. To borrow an image from the Kabbalah, powerful new 
media “break the vessels,” opening up novel and unmapped 
regions of the real. The social imagination leaps into the breach, 
unleashing a torrent of speculation, at once cultural, metaphys
ical, technical, and financial. These speculations inevitably take 
on a utopian and feverish edge. As David Porush writes, “As 
technology manipulates and alters human nature, and human 
nature adapts itself to the new technosphere, new versions of 
utopia arise, which in turn promote new technologies, which in 
turn change the context for defining human nature, and so 
on.”220 However much we aspire to embody the rationalism of 
our machines, we cannot escape this feedback loop between 
techne and dream.

Amplifying these feedback loops with abandon, the Internet 
has certainly broken the vessels. Once beefed up with the World 
Wide Web, the Net became the most enchanting medium of our 
times, and now seems destined to give Gutenberg’s printing 
press a run for the money as a major technocultural mutagen. 
Those fortunate enough to get online can, as at no other time in 
history, resonate with like minds across the planet, mine rich 
veins of unexpected information and images, and respond to the 
frazzled chaos of life with constructive communication and a 
plethora of points of view. As the EFF’s Mike Godwin puts it, 
the Internet “is the first medium that combines all the powers to 
reach a large audience that you see in broadcasting and newspa
pers with all the intimacy and multi-directional flow of



information that you see in telephone calls. It is both intimate 
and powerful.”221

This conjunction of power and intimacy explains much of 
the utopian enthusiasm that first greeted the medium in the 
early to mid-1990s. Without sacrificing the intimate scale we 
cherish as individuals, the Net allowed us to reconnect with a 
much larger world, to occupy, at least potentially, a place of non- 
coercive communicative power. Both the popularity of the per
sonal home page and the rhetoric of virtual community 
expressed the desire to overcome the alienation of modern life 
by plugging some portion of the self into a network technology. 
Symbolically if not actually, the Net thus provided a fragmented 
and malleable halfway home for the postmodern self to get back 
on its feet. Millions were also attracted to the Net’s literally free 
exchange of ideas, expertise, and creative labor. Even if users 
were forced to sift through piles of chaff, this gift economy ex
isted outside the market. The virtual trade in knowledge, skills, 
and experience not only added novelty and happenstance to on
line life; it also engendered a kind of public space that blocked, 
for a time, the mighty waves of commodification and market
ing that have soaked nearly every pocket of contemporary life 
with the trace of lucre. Even the first Internet entrepreneurs— 
ISPs, hardware manufacturers, publishers, consultants—made 
their money around or beneath the Net, not on it.

The Dutch media activist Geert Lovink calls the initial years 
of the Net’s mass popularity Dream Time: “a short period of col
lective dreaming, passionate debates, gatherings, and quick 
money to be made.” Unfortunately, such periods do not last 
long before they succumb to the tug of more prosaic historical 
forces, and especially to the powerful undertow of money and 
power. In different ways, this has been the sad story of commu
nication utopias from the telegraph to radio to television. Cre
ative possibilities and novel social forms are winnowed and 
routinized; technologies are packaged for consumers rather than 
hacked; commercial interests and the state alike colonize the 
new communications space as a “natural” extension of their 
domains.
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Whether or not the Internet will simply replicate this 
admittedly simplistic scheme remains to be seen. Since the printed 
book, few technologies have come along that have had a better 
potential for engendering a genuinely creative and democratic 
environment of debate, knowledge amplification, alternative 
visions, new mediations of community, and novel comminglings 
with the world offline. I fear that if the Internet becomes 
dominated by the microbeasts of twenty-first-century power, then 
the efforts of global citizens to create a viable and humane 
technological culture, and to maintain our pinkies on the guidance 
system of spaceship earth, will be severely impaired. Many argue 
that we must now integrate the Net as efficiently as possible into 
the global economy, to make it as safe for credit card addiction as 
we can, to pave the way for mega-TV, and to privatize both the 
network and our online transactions and identities. Perhaps these 
developments are inevitable, and even necessary, but it seems to me 
that we must continue to dream as well, and to do so in as public a 
manner as possible. We cannot pretend to resuscitate Lovink’s 
Dream Time, a period of naive and newborn utopian glee that is 
already gone. But perhaps we can tool cyberspace into some urban 
remix of the aboriginal Dreamtime: a virtual ecology of mind, an 
electronic agora, a collective metamap that supplements rather 
than replaces the real.

The Net, after all, is still under construction, and therein lies 
its strength. Rather than frustrating utopian possibilities, the 
Internet’s perpetual imperfections, its leaky pipes and exposed 
wires, may serve to keep the medium’s wilder, more alchemical, 
and more socially innovative possibilities alive. The gaps and 
ruptures that the technology’s endless mutations create hope
fully will help frustrate consumer culture’s predictable impera
tive to transform cyberspace into a mall. The endless procession 
of bugs, viruses, and incompatible protocols may also keep the 
lines noisy enough to prevent us from being mesmerized by 
whatever ersatz wonderlands appear, and to remind us that 
utopia does not lie beyond the magic mirror, but in the virtual 
images we carry inside our potential, and increasingly collective, 
selves.
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. . And Knowledge Shall Be Increased

Angels are everywhere these days. All across America, ordinary 
people are reporting lifesaving heavenly interventions and pro
found inward encounters with mysterious beings of light. A ver
itable angel industry has emerged, with seraphim pins, self-help 
manuals, lavishly illustrated Pre-Raphaelite daybooks, cards and 
calendars, and the hit CBS series Touched by an Angel. Though 
the angel remains a powerful and uncanny figure, many of our 
contemporary examples are little more than chubby tykes and 
anorexic New Age sylphs. One looks in vain for the blazing 
hulks of Blake, the sublime intelligences of Pseudo-Dionysus, or 
the dazzling forms of the Shi’ite Sufis. Though mystics and cer
emonial mages describe the encounter with one’s Holy 
Guardian Angel as a seriously spine-chilling experience, the 
sorts of intercessors we hear about on Oprah or the Weekly World 
News too often seem content to make sure the airbags work.

Still, it would be a failure of the imagination to chalk up the 
return of Thrones and Dominions to the economic tightening 
of the Bible Belt or to Christian envy at all the press that ETs 
garner. Something else is afoot. Angelos means messenger in 
Greek, and angels have traditionally been considered lumines
cent agents of the logos, figures of order, communication, and 
knowledge. Manifesting the helpful side of Hermes, angels 
mediate between an inaccessible but omniscient godhead and 
the earthly spheres where humans lumber along in the dark. It’s 
for this reason that so many magicians and Kabbalists have 
burned the midnight oil attempting to contact these incandes
cent bureaucrats; like John Dee, they sought “the company and 
information of the Angels of God.” So perhaps it is no accident 
that these mediators have come again in our datapocalyptic 
days, for they form blazing icons of the only faith that many 
people now hold: that information and communication will 
somehow save us.

Indeed, Langdon Winner was more correct than he knew 
when he described the “almost religious conviction” society now 
has in the efficacy and goodness of information machines. At
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root, the popular and even utopian hopes invested in informa
tion technology, and especially in the Internet, derive from a 
profound faith in the power and value of human communica
tion, its ability to reach across borders, touch minds, inspire 
intelligence, and both expand and strengthen the boundaries of 
self and community. Communication is an enormously com
plex and tangled affair, of course, full of tricks and noise, and 
our contemporary ideology of efficient and productive informa
tion exchange often ignores this rich and troubling ambiguity. 
But even if communication has become a rather one
dimensional fetish, our passion for it runs deep.

The American pragmatist John Dewey gave voice to this 
passion when he wrote that “of all affairs communication is the 
most wonderful. That the fruit of communication should be 
participation, sharing, is a wonder by the side of which tran- 
substantiation pales.”222 On the surface, Dewey’s is an eminently 
secular American sentiment, at one with libraries, town halls, 
and freedom of the press, all of which help construct the demo
cratic ideal of a public space of voices that enables communities 
to cohere and individuals to represent themselves. But while this 
conception of communication remains a secular ideology, part 
and parcel of our pluralistic world of clamorous democracy and 
hypermedia, its wondrous ability to bring minds into mutual 
connection invests it with a spiritual power. Communication 
continues to attract us partly because it carries within it the 
seeds of communion: of overcoming loneliness and alienation, 
and of drawing us together into collective bodies based on com
passion, intelligence, and mutual respect. Symbolically speak
ing, this promise of communication draws much of its energy 
from the very religious tradition that free-speech advocates and 
other communication liberals now so often confront across the 
picket lines: Christianity.

Dewey’s contrast between communication and the miracle 
of transubstantiation conceals this deeper sympathy. Transub- 
stantiation is the Catholic doctrine which holds that by partici
pating in the Eucharist, the ritual consumption of wine and 
bread that forms the interactive heart of the Mass, we experience
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holy communion with the body of Christ. Protestants rejected 
this mystical belief in literal communion, arguing that the 
Eucharist is a symbolic act. But all Christians resonate with the 
narrative root of the ritual: the last supper, when Jesus broke 
bread and shared a cup of wine with his friends and disciples the 
night before he died. Despite the agony and betrayal implied in 
the scene (or perhaps because of it), Jesus’ odd invitation to 
share in his body and blood remains a powerful symbol of the 
communion of beings. When the early Christians instituted the 
Eucharist, the holy meal was more than a mystical invocation or 
a simple memorial act; it was also a potluck feast, a deeply 
human celebration of community identity, and thus the very 
image of the participation and sharing that Dewey identifies as 
the fruit of communication.

In sharp contrast to the liberal and secular aims of pluralism, 
however, Christians have been so convinced of the value of their 
particular feast that they have regularly insisted that every 
human being must dig in or be damned. Indeed, despite the rift 
between the Eastern and the Roman church, and the nearly infi
nite splinterings of Protestantism, Christianity remains, along 
with Islam, the religion with the most global and totalizing aspi
rations. More Christians now walk the earth than followers of 
a ay other religious faith, and the religion continues to expand, 
especially in areas outside the Near Eastern and European 
climes that nursed it. Historically speaking, Christianity owes 
much of this global reach to violence: its savage intolerance of 
pagans, Jews, and infidels within the borders of Christendom, 
and its collusion with colonial power beyond those borders, 
where the conquest of other cultures generally meant their 
forced conversion as well. But any reckoning of the religion’s 
phenomenal success must also take Christianity’s intense 
communicative power into account. Ever since the first evange
lists wandered about the Roman Empire announcing the 
kerygma, the “good news” of God’s redemptive activity through 
Christ, priests and missionaries have devoted themselves to 
proselytizing and preaching the gospel, in all its multifaceted 
forms, with a fervor unmatched in the history of religion.
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Though all but the most isolated humans have probably gotten 
the message by now, evangelism remains a powerful religious 
calling for many Christians, especially Protestants. Evangelical 
activity has taken many contradictory forms throughout the 
complex history of Christianity, but it also must be seen as part 
of a corporate communications project: the global broadcast of 
the gospel.

And this broadcast began with a bang. Before the resurrected 
Christ took to the skies, he told his disciples that the Holy 
Ghost would soon arrive and baptize them, giving them the 
power to preach the gospel “unto the uttermost part of the 
earth.” Ten days after Christs ascension, the disciples gathered 
for the harvest feast of Pentecost:

And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, they were all 
with one accord in one place. And suddenly there came a 
sound from heaven as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled 
all the house where they were sitting. And there appeared 
unto them cloven tongues like as of fire, and it sat upon each 
of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and 
began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them 
utterance. And there were dwelling at Jerusalem Jews, 
devout men, out of every nation under heaven. Now when 
this was noised abroad, the multitude came together, and 
were confounded, because that every man heard them speak 
in his own language. (Acts 2:1—6)

There are around 120 disciples at this point, all feasting 
together “with one accord.” But when the Holy Spirit arrives, 
it shatters this merely human harmony with a ferocious noise, 
the sound of a turbulent storm. The disciples are touched with 
supernatural tongues, tongues that are both visual (like fire) 
and verbal. The Spirit seizes their vocal cords and begins spon
taneously channeling information about the works of God to a 
multinational audience. More magically still, these listeners 
hear the Spirit speak in their own language, as if the ancient 
curse of Babel has temporarily been lifted, or at least something



like Star Treks universal translator has kicked in. Pentecost is a 
communications mystery: A chaos of noise comes bearing the 
ecstatic tongues of the Spirit, which transmit the Word to a 
global public in all frequencies of human speech.

Such immediate intensity cannot be sustained indefinitely, 
of course, and so the Holy Ghost, or rather the men behind it, 
soon took up the writing machine to amplify the gospel’s broad
cast power. Despite the romantic picture of early Christianity as 
an unmediated culture of oral spontaneity, Christians were con
cerned with reading, writing, and citing texts from the begin
ning. For one thing, the earliest Christians were believing Jews, 
and they wanted to write themselves into the Jewish messianic 
tradition by demonstrating on a line-by-line basis how Christ 
fulfilled scriptural prophecies of a coming king; evidence sug
gests that some Christians compiled relevant samples of Hebrew 
texts into handy notebooks for use during preaching and 
debate. Later, the Gospels would employ a variety of literary 
devices to structure and stage the conversion of their readers. 
From the moment that Saint Paul began cranking out epistles to 
the far-flung congregations of the first century, letters that 
would be declaimed before the community and that would 
eventually be committed to the bound book, Christians 
exploited the technology of the Word as a vehicle for the living 
Logos.

By the Middle Ages, the Catholic Church had ensconced the 
Bible inside an immense exegetical and liturgical apparatus, 
restricting its access to priests, monks, and scholars schooled in 
Latin. But when the Protestant reformers of the sixteenth cen
tury took on the medieval Church, they attempted to recover 
the spirit of early Christianity by radically reimagining the role 
of scripture. To restore a more direct connection between the 
Word and the souls of ordinary men and women, they trans
lated the Bible into vernacular languages. The sacredness of 
Latin was overturned; unlike the scriptures of Jews and Mus
lims, whose holy tongues remain in essence untranslatable, the 
Protestant word was so intensely immediate it could transcend 
the distortion and error introduced by translation—a perfect
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expression of the globalizing myth of Pentecost. Over the 
centuries, many Protestants also came to emphasize the value of 
internalizing scripture, of developing a personal relationship to 
the text.

As every student of the writing machine knows, the Protes
tants probably could not have pulled off their Reformation 
without the newfangled printing press, which Luther himself 
called “Gods highest act of grace.” The printing press blasted 
the Word in all directions at once, forever fracturing the unity 
of Christendom while also allowing sects to regulate the inter
nal lives of believers through standardized materials like the 
Book of Common Prayer. Even in 1455, Johannes Gutenberg 
already recognized the evangelical power of his invention:

Let us break the seal which seals up the holy things and give 
wings to Truth in order that she may win every soul that 
comes into the world by her word, no longer written at great 
expense by hands easily palsied, but multiplied like the wind 
by an untiring machine.223

Whether or not Gutenberg was thinking of the mighty wind of 
Pentecost here, he clearly wants to imply that the supernatural 
hand of the Holy Spirit guided his machine. After all, by tran
scending the imperfect labor of human scribes, the printing 
press cheaply and tirelessly multiplied the Word, and thereby 
accelerated and intensified the process of evangelizing the 
planet.

The fact that this little technocultural prayer appears at the 
Web site for Logos Research Systems, a Christian info tech firm 
that produces data-packed biblical CD-ROMs, only proves that 
new technologies of the Word continue to hold a powerful spir
itual allure for many Christians. Indeed, one suspects that Pen
tecost’s primal scene of ecstatic communication continues to 
subliminally spur the utopian enthusiasm and universal rhetoric 
of the information age. It certainly influenced McLuhan’s Play
boy vision, which held that computer networks would allow us 
to bypass language in favor of “a technologically engendered



state of universal understanding and unity, a state of absorption 
in the logos that could knit mankind into one family.”224 In a 
crude sense, the binary code is the closest we’ve yet come to 
something like a universal tongue.

In any case, the Pentecostal fire most certainly inspired mod
ern Pentecostalism, perhaps the fastest-growing and most 
media-sawy Christian religious movement of the twentieth cen
tury. Like the disciples at their harvest feast, Pentecostals com
bine an evangelical urge to convert everybody in sight with an 
ecstatic embrace of the more mystical gifts of the spirit: healing, 
prophesying, and especially “speaking in tongues,” the sponta
neous eruption of that incomprehensible otherworldly lingo 
known as glossolalia. In many ways, Pentecostals are the epit
ome of Harold Bloom’s gnostic “American Religion”: They 
embrace the sanctified self within, the self that walks with Jesus 
and knows the Spirit in all its transhistorical immediacy.

The spark of modern Pentecostalism first touched down in 
Topeka, Kansas, in 1901, but its most sustained outbreak took 
place in Los Angeles a few years later, when a black Holiness 
preacher named William Seymour began a revival so intense 
that its participants believed that apostolic times had come 
again, and that history had dissolved into biblical spirit. From 
there Pentecostalism spread rapidly across the globe, even 
though the movement was roundly criticized by more staid and 
mainline believers. Today Pentecostals and other charismatic 
Christians form a significant proportion of the Christian evan
gelical community, and the worldwide numbers of Pentecostals 
alone is nearing the two hundred million mark. Pensacola, 
Florida, recently hosted the longest-running Pentecostal revival 
since Seymour’s day, and the enthusiastic movement is spread
ing like wildfire across Asia, Africa, and especially Latin Amer
ica, where it has already transformed the religious landscape.

Along with fundamentalists like Jerry Falwell, with whom they 
are too often identified, Pentecostals are resolutely antimodernist. 
In contrast to liberal Christians and critical scholars, they 
completely reject the idea that the Bible is a human and historical 
document; instead, they attempt to read it as an error-free manual
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of literal truth. But like the Ayatollah Khomeini, whose rise to 
power was facilitated by the clandestine cassette-tape distribution 
of the exiled cleric s fiery speeches, Pentecostal evangelists have also 
shown that antimodern messages and modern media can be a 
match made in heaven. Indeed, both Pentecostals and 
fundamentalists have embraced electronic media with an 
unparalleled intensity and panache. The mediagenic Pentecostal 
flapper Aimee Semple McPherson took to the L.A. airwaves in the 
1920s, drowning out other stations’ frequencies and telling 
concerned FCC regulators that “you cannot expect the Almighty 
to abide by your wavelength nonsense.” Though loads of sober and 
mainstream Christian programs appeared on radio and television 
over the ensuing decades, Pentecostals and fundamentalists 
dominated the broadcast spectrum by the 1970s, when 
televangelists took the idiot box by storm.

Though televangelists benefited from the deregulation of the 
airwaves, their media success had deeper roots. Evangelicals 
understood the spectacular and infectious language of TV, and 
they exploited its immediacy and gaudy sensationalism with a 
primitivist professionalism. Focusing on the intense emotions, 
healing powers, and biblical word-jazz of the preacher, as well as 
showing the spirit working through the live audience, these 
“electronic churches” staged media events that transformed home 
viewers from spectators into participants. With their calls for 
immediate conversion, not to mention their pledge drives and 
twenty-four-hour prayer hot lines, televangelists turned the 
television into an “interactive” medium, and they garnered 
millions of check-writing viewers as a result. The Texas preacher 
Robert Tilton even claimed he could cure his viewers’ ills by placing 
his healing hand on the live television camera and passing spiritual 
forces directly to the surface of the home TV screen. And though 
the scandals surrounding Jimmy Swaggert and Jim and Tammy 
Faye Bakker brought the house of cards crashing down in the late 
1980s, slicker outfits like Pat Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting 
Network, which owns cable’s Family channel and broadcasts its 
700 Club newsmagazine across the globe, are still going strong. 
Christian evangelists have diversified their media as well, moving



into cartoons, comic books, videotape distribution networks, 
shortwave and AM radio talk shows, rap music, fax circles, email 
prayer networks, and the Internet.

Whether motivated by religious conviction, right-wing 
politics, or greed, evangelical Christians pounce on new 
communications technologies for the same reason that advertisers 
and advocacy groups do: These technologies are a great way of 
spreading memes. Now a rather trendy concept in cybercircles, the 
meme can be defined as the mental equivalent of a gene: an idea or 
learned behavior that seeks to propagate itself in the competitive 
environment of culture. In his book The Selfish Gene, the evolu
tionary biologist and notorious atheist Richard Dawkins quotes N. 
K. Humphrey, the creator of the concept:

. . . memes should be regarded as living structures, not just 
metaphorically but technically. When you plant a fertile 
meme in my mind you literally parasitize my brain, turn
ing it into a vehicle for the meme’s propagation in just the 
way that a virus may parasitize the genetic mechanism of a 
host cell . . . the meme for, say, “belief in life after death” is 
actually realized physically, millions of times over, as a struc
ture in the nervous systems of individual men the world 
over.225

Hard-core materialist philosophy like this often becomes rather 
ham- fisted when it comes to the life of the mind, and the 
reductionist concept of the meme is no exception. Though useful 
for tracking the infectious quality of ad slogans and sitcom hair
cuts, the meme stumbles when it attempts to explain complex 
cultural artifacts and traditions, to say nothing of the often highly 
intrapersonal reasons that men and women come to lead religious 
lives. The fact that some materialists attempt to write off subjec
tivity itself as nothing more than a “meme complex” is probably the 
best demonstration of the concept’s fundamental weakness.

Nonetheless, the meme does give us a handy tool for under
standing two related dimensions of evangelical communication: 
the almost technical desire to spread the Word, and the organic,
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infectious, and sometimes ecstatic power the Word has on many 
individuals. Evangelical language is itself thoroughly saturated 
with biblical code, and some preachers transform particular units 
of scripture into conversion slogans that can be propagated on 
tracts, in person, or on TV. The placards for John 3:16 that once 
invaded mass sporting events are only one example of this viral, 
almost Madison Avenue—worthy logic, a logic that scripture itself 
sometimes seems to support. Consider Isaiah 55:10-11, where 
the Lord proclaims:

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and 
return not thither but water the earth, making it bring forth 
and sprout ... so shall my word be that goes forth from 
my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall ac
complish that which I purpose, and prosper in the thing 
for which I sent it.

With such infectious notions in mind, it hardly seems acciden
tal that the idea that Humphrey chose as an example of a meme 
is the basic religious belief in life after death. As a materialist, 
Humphrey no doubt picked the example to take a potshot at 
believers, but I suspect that, for good or ill, his own memes may 
prove to be dodo birds compared to many of humanity’s most 
basic religious convictions. After all, these notions, and the 
experiences they help engender, have been coevolving with 
human beings for millennia, and in the end, it is they who may 
come the closest to achieving eternal life.

If nothing else, the power of the evangelical meme, and its 
successful interbreeding with electronic media, reminds us that 
communication always has an ecstatic, nonrational dimension. 
Pentecostals spread glossolalia as well as doctrine, and speaking in 
tongues can be considered communication so otherworldly that it 
transcends semantics entirely. In this sense, advanced telecom
munication networks may only amplify the raptures and fears that 
ride the carrier wave of our more reasonable communication codes. 
This also happens to be one of the main themes of Neil 
Stephenson’s 1992 Snow Crash, perhaps the most vibrant bit of



cyberpunk mythology written since Gibsons Neuromancer trilogy, 
and one that uncorks the notion of Pentecostal memes with a 
devilish wit.

Set in a dystopian near-future of franchise governments, 
suburban enclaves, and a strip mall cyberspace known as the 
Metaverse, the novel revolves around a conspiracy set in mo
tion by the powerful and wealthy evangelist L. Bob Rife, who 
represents postmodern mind control at its worst. Besides his 
Scientological name and his global media empire, which in
cludes the fiber-optic networks that support the Metaverse, 
Rife controls a number of his followers through radio anten
nas implanted directly into their cortexes. (Stephenson was 
prophetic: Some members of Japans apocalyptic Aum Shin- 
rikyo cult wore Perfect Salvation Initiation headgear in order 
to electronically synchronize their brain waves with those of 
their guru, Shoko Asahara.) But Rife’s main technology of 
mind control is Snow Crash, a “metavirus” that breaks down 
the distinction between computer and biological code. On the 
street, Snow Crash takes the form of a drug; in the virtual re
ality of the Metaverse, it exists as a computer virus that on
line avatars pick up visually, at which point the virus crashes 
the system and infects the user’s brain. Once infected, people 
go blank, lose their defenses against suggestion, and begin 
speaking in tongues, which the novel claims is the irrational 
language that lurks in the deep structure of the human brain.

According to the memetic mythology that Stephenson un
folds during the course of his book, all humans once spoke 
this primal Adamic tongue, which enabled our brains to be 
easily controlled by the biomental viruses propagated by an
cient Sumerian priests. To become self-conscious, innovative, 
and ultimately rational beings, we had to repress this univer
sal tongue. “Babel-Infocalypse,” the moment when human 
speech became mixed up and multiple, was thus a liberating 
event, because it delivered us from the old viral trance and 
forced us to consciously learn skills, to think, and to stand 
on our own two feet. The religions of the Book also kept this 
trance at bay through hygienic codes of behavior and the
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“benign virus” of the Torah, whose integrity was maintained 
through strict rules concerning its replication. Nonetheless, the 
old metavirus continues to lurk in the margins of human cul
ture, where it rears up in phenomena like Pentecostal glosso- 
lalia and, one might add, the nostalgic dreams of universal and 
perfect communication that drive Western mystics and techno- 
utopian globalists alike. But Stephenson warns that we can 
only recover this Adamic state of collective mind at the price 
of our rational self-consciousness—a telling lesson in an era of 
worldwide communication nets and powerful media memes.

Stephenson uses the term Infocalypse to suggest the ten
dency of languages and information systems to diverge, to ex
plode into mutually incomprehensible complexity. But for 
some technosawy evangelicals, his term would take on a far 
different meaning. In Matthew 24:14, Jesus promises that “this 
gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the world for 
a witness unto all nations; and then shall the end come.” Many 
premilliennialist evangelicals interpret this to mean that Christ 
will not hit the return button until every person living on 
Earth has been exposed to the Word—a situation that media- 
equipped Christians are hoping to bring about as fast as pos
sible. Globally minded ministers like Pat Robertson, who 
adopted Matthew 24:14 as the corporate motto of CBN, have 
thus reimagined the technology of communication itself as a 
kind of apocalyptic trigger. In his McLuhanesque book The 
Electric Church, Ben Armstrong, the former head of the tele
vangelist consortium known as the National Religious Broad
casters, cites Revelation 14:6:

And I saw another angel fly in the midst of heaven, having 
the everlasting gospel to preach unto them that dwell on the 
earth, and to every nation, and kindred, and tongue, and 
people.

With the almost cartoon literalism common to many evangeli
cals, Armstrong suggests that this angel symbolizes the satellites 
that now broadcast the gospel to a sinful planet.
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Curiously enough, John of Patmos, the visionary author of 
Revelation who concocted this image of the geosynchronous 
angel in the first place, is himself notably self-conscious about 
the mechanics of information propagation. His apocalypse is 
laced with images of literary materials. A seven-eyed lamb 
cracks open the seven seals of a divine book, unleashing the four 
horsemen of the Apocalypse, while later the heavens roll up like 
a scroll. John also frames his drama with language that focuses 
somewhat obsessively on the process of reading and writing. In 
the vision that opens the text, Jesus Christ announces himself 
as the Alpha and Omega (the first and last letters of the Greek 
alphabet), and then orders John to “Write what you see in a 
book, and send it to the seven churches” (Rev. 1:11). As Harry 
Gamble argues in his history of early Christian writings, 
“[John’s] prophecy is not a visual apprehension or an oral 
message subsequently preserved in writing: the text is what was 
originally intended.”226 That is, John’s book is not a recollected 
reflection, but the site of divine revelation itself.

Given that his revelation foretold the imminent end of the 
world, John was understandably compelled to get the word out 
as fast as possible. The time was at hand, and Christ had 
enjoined him to “not seal up the words of the prophecy of this 
book.” John thus explicitly framed his text as a letter, and he 
blessed “he who reads aloud the words of the prophecy, and . . . 
those who hear, and who keep what is written therein” (Rev. 
1:3). The historian W. M. Ramsay argues that John chose the 
particular seven churches he did because each was located at a 
natural center of communication and was thus ideally located 
for circulating copies of Revelation throughout the Christian 
community. Given the fact that copying introduces noise and 
distortion, John sought to control the replication of his text by 
warning the potential reader or scribe not to alter any of his 
words, because otherwise “God will add to him the plagues 
described in this book.” The success of John’s memetic endeavor 
can be measured by the simple fact that Revelation made it into 
the final cut of the Bible, over and against any number of more 
manageable contenders.
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Needless to say, the first generations of Christians did not live 
to see the Second Coming. But though the orthodox Church 
tried to clamp down on millennialist fever, John’s almost hallu
cinogenic guidebook continued to feed the fires of apocalyptic 
expectation throughout the course of Christian history. John’s cast 
of characters were particularly intriguing: Exactly who were the 
great whore of Babylon, the false prophet, the two witnesses, and 
the seven-headed beast? Though many Christians interpreted 
Revelation as allegory or impenetrable mystery, it was tough for 
some to suppress the hunch that John’s text, along with the apoc
alyptic prophecies of Ezekiel and Daniel, encoded specific infor
mation about actual events on the historical horizon. Given that 
John’s elaborate symbolic language forms a kind of literary 
Rorschach blot, countless self-appointed prophets through the 
ages have been able to find apocalyptic significance in current 
events, from the crowning of the Holy Emperor Frederick II to 
the Gulf War. The Book of Revelation itself can thus become a 
kind of metavirus. By drawing readers into the apocalyptic time 
of the text, it encourages them to uncover the true meaning of 
John’s eschatological drama by matching it to living history. In 
other words, Revelation reveals itself as a code to be cracked.

Though many Bible-crackers stick to the narrative imagery of 
biblical prophecy, others have treated the text of scripture itself 
as a literal cipher. As we saw in chapter 1, Jewish Kabbalists 
squeezed additional meanings out of the Torah with techniques 
such as Temurah, the transposition of letters, or Gematria, which 
uses the numbers associated with each Hebrew letter to suggest 
esoteric correspondences between words (for example, the 
Hebrew words for serpent and messiah both equal 358). Much 
of this code-breaking has been directed toward mystical ends, 
but countless exegetes have deciphered literal historical 
predictions as well, and continue to do so today. In Michael 
Drosnin’s best-selling 1997 book The Bible Code, for example, 
the author claims that by rearranging the Torah into a kind of 
crossword puzzle, all sorts of curious words and correspondences 
pop out: Kennedy is near Dallas, Newton intersects gravity, and 
Hitler looms only twenty rows away from Nazi. Though



Drosnin doesn’t do anything as audacious as date the Eschaton, 
he does claim that the Torah is “an interactive database” that 
predicts the future. His metaphor is not altogether out of place; 
the impressive if ultimately empty synchronicities he discovered 
are based on statistical analyses performed by Israeli scientists 
using massive number-crunching computers. It seems that the 
vision of computer-aided Kabbalah that Umberto Eco spun in 
Foucault’s Pendulum has become a reality; in fact, Hebrew 
hermeneuts can download Gematria software from the Internet.

As Edward Rothstein pointed out in the New York Times, the 
phenomenal worldwide success of Drosnin’s book comes at a 
time when society has become utterly enthralled by the idea of 
the code. “The scientific and the speculative, the devotional and 
the kooky: everywhere in our religious beliefs and cultural 
enterprises, we are preoccupied with discerning codes.”227 Roth
stein suggests that, in part, we have latched onto the code 
because we no longer believe that human nature and society are 
quite as malleable as we once had hoped. Genetic engineers are 
mapping the human genome, and every week brings a new 
announcement linking some physiological malady or psycho
logical quirk to DNA, which from the beginning of its public 
career was fetishized as the “code of creation.” Cognitive scien
tists and artificial intelligence wizards claim to be cracking the 
assembly language of thought; at the same time, we hand more 
and more of our decisions over to coded systems of cybernetic 
control, information processing, and statistical analysis. Though 
moderns have long trumpeted the ambiguity and contingency 
of the world, nowadays it sometimes seems that everything has 
already been written, or at least programmed in advance.

The pop fascination with The Bible Code also conceals the 
old dream of the universal book: the Torah that creates the 
world, the book of Nature that mirrors the logos of God, or the 
great tome that Dante glimpsed in the empyrean of Paradise: “I 
saw buried in the depths, bound with love in one volume, that 
which is scattered through the universe.”228 Attempting to make 
this dream a reality, the scholar theologians of the Middle Ages 
produced great summae, theological texts that attempted to
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demonstrate the fundamental unity of all things by philosophi
cally organizing them according to the great chain of being. By 
the time of the Enlightenment, when scientists had taken over 
the labor of decoding the world, the summa had mutated into 
the secular encyclopedia, which organized human knowledge 
according to rational categories, alphabetical listings, and 
indexes. In the age of the Internet, when information moves too 
fast for the codex and even the Encyclopaedia Britannica has 
gone online, Dante’s universal book has returned in the fanta
sized and idealized image of the universal hypertext: an infinite 
network that links documents, images, and fragments of knowl
edge and news into a constantly mutating multidimensional 
library that divinely ingathers the evolving cosmos. The Inter
net has become infected with this dream, which in theological 
terms seeks to mirror the mind of God. As Paul Virilio told the 
online journal CTHEORY, “The research on cyberspace is a 
quest for God . . . and deals with the idea of a God who is, sees, 
and hears everything.”229

Perhaps the manic enthusiasm for information, for produc
ing, packaging, transmitting, and consuming scattered frag
ments of a coded world, is partly motivated by an unconscious 
desire for a totalizing revelation, an incandescent apocalypse of 
knowledge. After all, the word apocalypse simply means an 
uncovering or revealing. As a literary genre, the apocalypse pre
sents itself as a kind of visionary freedom of information act, 
with God granting the sect a glimpse of his multimedia, literally 
all-time book of the world. All apocalyptic writings are shot 
through with the desire for the transparency and fullness of 
knowledge, a yearning for that time when all will be revealed, 
when a truer Torah will emerge, when light will come to the 
hidden things in the dark. In Matthew 10:26, Jesus even sounds 
like a pundit for the open surveillance society, promising that, 
in the last days, “there is nothing covered up that will not be 
uncovered, nothing hidden that will not be made known.” But 
of all prophetic intimations of the information age, the most 
suggestive remains Daniel 12:4, at least in its squirrelly and 
much-loved King James translation. After proclaiming the



future resurrection of the dead, when the “wise shall shine as the 
brightness of the firmament,” the messiah tells the exiled 
prophet to seal up his book until the time of the end, when 
“many shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall be increased.”

Now there’s a vision that most of us can get behind. Today 
we are drowning in an information glut, and the faster we move 
about, in meatspace or cyberspace, the more ferocious the flows 
become. In this sense, our high-speed information overload is 
itself generating an ersatz apocalyptic buzz, though not quite 
the way that Daniel envisioned. As we wire ourselves into the 
buzzing networks of information exchange, we give ourselves 
over to the time-splicing, space-shrinking, psychic intensifica
tion of the whole giddy and heedless rush of Progress, its hid
den eschatological urges laid bare at the very moment they 
become the most profane. We can no longer even keep time 
with the modern sense of history, because its feisty rhythms 
were still very much a product of books and material memory, 
both of which are now evaporating into the sound-bite, quick- 
cut, self-referential “now” of the ever-forgetting electronic uni
verse.

In one of his apocalyptic theoretical tracts, Jean Baudrillard 
called this mediated rapture “the ecstasy of communication.” 
He argues that the “harsh and inexorable light of information 
and communication” has now mastered all spheres of existence, 
producing an omnipresent system of media flows that has colo
nized the interior of the self. Passion, intimacy, and psychologi
cal depth evaporate, and we wind up “only a pure screen, a 
switching center of all the networks of influence.” No longer 
subjects of our own experience, we abandon ourselves to a cold 
and schizophrenic fascination with an infoglut he likens to a 
“microscopic pornography of the universe.” Though one sus
pects that Monsieur Baudrillard might do well to cancel his pre
mium cable service, his dour prophecy certainly resonates. 
Many of us have indeed enclosed our nervous systems within a 
vibrating artificial matrix of cell phones, pagers, voice mail sys
tems, networked laptops, and ever-present terminal screens, 
which monitor us as much as we monitor them. As we attempt
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to micromanage this onslaught of sound bites, emails, temporal 
disjunctions, and data dumps, we lose the slower rhythms and 
gnawing silences of the inner world. We lose the capacity to 
speak and act from within, and communication is reduced to a 
reactive, almost technical operation. And so we drown, believ
ing that to drown is to surf.

The problem with the totalizing pessimism of Baudrillard 
and other technological doomsters is that humans remain pro
tean beings, blessed with enormous elasticity and a profound 
potential for creative adaptation. Indeed, I suspect we will hack 
this phase-shift in our own tangled way, and that part of this 
adaptation may actually involve moving the ecstasy of commu
nication to a higher ground, where we might grab the visionary 
bull by the horns. Along the multiplying planes of information 
and communication, we may learn to move like nomads, 
becoming errant seers despite ourselves, just to grapple with it 
all. And in the periphery of perception, where all the networks 
intersect, we may glimpse the outlines of some nameless Matrix 
emerging, some new structure of being and knowing that 
undergirds the merely material real, a vast webwork of collective 
intelligence within which we are at once on our own and one 
with the immense ecology of a conscious cosmos.

Needless to say, the ecstasy of communication still leaves one 
dazed and confused when the morning comes. That is our 
human lot, after all, to fall to earth. But to see just how dazed 
and confused a close encounter with the information eschaton 
can be, we need to turn to one of the most sublime and crack
pot tales in the annals of techgnosis: the strange and visionary 
case of Philip K. Dick, who wrestled with the information angel 
and woke up battered and bruised, wondering if it was all just a 
dream. Or a trick.

Divine Interference

On February 2, 1974, Philip K. Dick was in pain. That partic
ular day he did not care that his darkly comic tales of androids, 
weird drugs, and false realities were already recognized as some



of the most visionary that science fiction had yet produced. He 
had just had an impacted wisdom tooth removed, and the 
sodium pentothol was wearing off. A delivery woman arrived 
with a package of Darvon, and when Dick opened the door, he 
was struck by the woman’s beauty and the attractive golden 
necklace she wore. Asking her about the curious shape of the 
pendant, Dick was told it was a sign used by the early Chris
tians. Then the woman departed.

All Americans who drive cars know this fish well, as its 
Christian and Darwinian mutations wage a war of competing 
faiths from the rear ends of Volvos and Hondas across the land. 
As a Christian logo, the fish predates the cross, and its Piscean 
connotations of baptism and magical bounty (the miracle of 
loaves and fishes) reach back to the time when the persecuted 
cult secretly gathered in Alexandrine catacombs. Ichthus, the 
Greek word for fish that’s often inscribed within the symbol, is 
itself a kind of code, a Greek acrostic of the phrase “Jesus Christ, 
Son of God, Savior.” One apocryphal story claims that Chris
tians would clandestinely test the allegiance of new acquain
tances by casually drawing one curve of the ichthus in the dirt. 
If the stranger was in the know, he or she would complete the 
image.

For Dick, the ichthus was a secret sign of an altogether dif
ferent order. Like the winged letter that appears in the Gnostic 
“Hymn of the Pearl,” the delivery womans necklace served as a 
trigger for mystical memory. As Dick wrote later in a personal 
journal:

The (golden) fish sign causes you to remember. Remember 
what?... Your celestial origins; this has to do with the DNA 
because the memory is located in the DNA.. . . You remem
ber your real nature. . . . The Gnostic Gnosis: You are here 
in this world in a thrown condition, but are not of this 
world.230

Once Dick’s brain was zapped by the fish sign, it went on to 
host a remarkable series of revelations, hallucinations, and vatic
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dreams that lasted off and on for years. In particular, Dick’s 
vision put him in direct contact with a force he described as a 
“vast active living intelligence system”—VALIS for short. In his 
1980 quasi-autobiographical novel of the same name, Dick 
defined VALIS as a “spontaneous self-monitoring negentropic 
vortex . . . tending progressively to subsume and incorporate its 
environment into arrangements of information.” Sounding 
rather like a mystic’s take on the Internet, VALIS is in some 
ways the ultimate techgnostic vision: an apocalyptic matrix of 
living information that overcomes entropy and redeems the 
fallen world. In essence, Dick’s mystic glimpse differs little from 
The Starseed Transmissions that Ken Carey channeled only a few 
years after Dick’s VALIS experiences. But unlike Carey, who was 
content to simply transmit his cosmic information, Dick wove 
his visions into the tangled, complex, and far more human 
struggles of his narratives: strange, powerful, and deeply ironic 
fables concerning the psychic turmoil and hilarious double 
binds that ordinary humans find themselves in as they struggle 
for love and justice in a world ruled by the absurd simulacra and 
alienating tyrannies of postindustrial life.

Besides working elements of the events he came to call “2-3- 
74” into a number of his later novels, Dick also cranked out the 
“Exegesis,” a couple million mostly handwritten words that rest
lessly elaborate, analyze, and pull the rug out from under his 
own weird experiences. To judge from those portions that have 
seen the light of day, the Exegesis is an alternately powerful, bor
ing, and disturbing document. Sparkling metaphysical jewels 
and inspiring chunks of garage philosophy swim in a turbid and 
depressing sea of speculative indulgence and self-obsession 
hermeneutics in amphetamine overdrive. In his “Tractates 
Cryptica Scriptura,” which are excerpts from the Exegesis 
appended to Valis, Dick crystallized the paranoid and redemp
tive themes of info-gnosis. Like Ed Fredkin’s computational 
physics, the “Tractates” hold the view that the universe is com
posed of information. The world we experience is a hologram, 
“a hypostasis of information” that we, as nodes in the true 
Mind, process. “We hypostasize information into objects.
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Rearrangement of objects is change in the content of informa
tion. This is the language we have lost the ability to read.”231

As we saw earlier, the notion of a lost Adamic language is an old 
one in Western esoteric lore. For Dick, the scrambling of the 
Adamic code meant that both ourselves and the world as we know 
it are “occluded,” cut off from the brimming matrix of cosmic data. 
Instead, we are trapped in the Black Iron Prison, Dick’s image for 
the satanic mills of illusion, political tyranny, and oppressive social 
control that keep our minds in manacles. More than a merely 
paranoid motif, Dick’s Black Iron Prison can be seen as a mythic 
expression of the “disciplinary apparatus” of power analyzed by 
historian Michel Foucault, who showed that prisons, mental 
institutions, schools, and military establishments all organized 
space and time along similar lines of rational control. Foucault 
argued that this “technology of power” was distributed throughout 
social space, enmeshing human subjects at every turn, and that 
liberal social reforms are only cosmetic touch-ups of an underlying 
mechanism of control. Though Foucault saw this as an eminently 
modern architecture, Dick’s religious imagination rocketed him 
back to the ancient world. Rome became the paragon of this 
Empire, and as Dick put it, “The Empire never ended.” The 
feverish Dick even recognized its archetypal lineaments in the 
Nixon administration.

In one of Dick’s myriad metaphysical scenarios, VALIS sur
reptitiously invades this spurious world of control to liberate us. 
Like the letter in “The Hymn of the Pearl” that lay on the side 
of the road, Dick’s God “presumes to be trash discarded, debris 
no longer noticed,” so that “lurking, the true God literally 
ambushes reality and us as well.”232 Birth from the spirit occurs 
when this metaphysical “plasmate” replicates in human brains, 
creating hybrids Dick called “homoplasmates.” In Valis, Dick 
claims that the last homoplasmates were killed off when the 
Romans destroyed the Second Temple in 70 C.E., at which 
point, “real time ceased.” The gnostic plasmate did not reenter 
human history until the watershed year of 1945, when the 
codices of Nag Hammadi were uncovered. Dick’s plasmate 
mythology thus injects the postwar world with the apocalyptic
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expectations of late antiquity, while spiritualizing the notion of 
an information virus. Though antagonistic atheists like Richard 
Dawkins use the materialistic idea of the meme in order to 
attack religion, Dick’s plasmate redeems the world through the 
very materiality of its infectious code.

However intriguing his visions, Dick obviously logged a lot 
of hours on the far side of kooky. Sometimes VALIS struck him 
as a pink beam of esoteric data, or spoke to him with a com
passionate “AI voice” from outer space. Other times, Dick felt 
that he was in telepathic communication with a first-century 
Christian named Thomas, and at one point, the surrounding 
landscape of early-seventies California “ebbed out” while the 
landscape of first-century Rome “ebbed in.” Dick also picked 
up strange signals from electronic devices, messages of salvation 
and threat trickling out of the old electromagnetic imaginary. 
Once, when listening to the Beatles’ “Strawberry Fields For
ever,” the strawberry-pink light informed him that his son 
Christopher was about to die. Rushing the kid to a physician, 
Dick discovered that the child had a potentially fatal inguinal 
hernia, and the boy was soon operated on.

Clearly the bizarre events of 2-3-74 avail themselves equally to 
the languages of religious experience and psychological pathology, 
although they seem too fractured for the one, and too rich and even 
visionary for the other. Dick himself recognized this ambiguity, 
and until his untimely death in 1982, he never stopped mulling 
over his VALIS experience, not only because he could never make 
up his mind, but because he recognized even in his looniness that 
metaphysical certainty is a dire trap. Unlike the whole disturbing 
march of mystagogues and prophets through the ages, Dick 
remained ambivalent about his creative cosmologies, and in this 
ambivalence he speaks volumes about the nature of religious 
experience in the age of neurotransmitters and microwave 
satellites. Dick distrusted reification of any sort (his novels 
constantly wage war against the process that turns people and ideas 
into things), and he accordingly refused to solidify his tentative 
notions into a rigid belief system. Even in his private journals, he 
constandy liquefied his own revelations, writing with a skeptic’s



restless awareness of the indeterminacy of speculative thought. In 
the end, though, 2-3-74 recalls nothing so much as the ontological 
paradoxes of a Philip K. Dick novel, where the spurious realities 
that often surround his characters can collapse like cardboard, and 
metaphysical break-ins are generally indistinguishable from 
psychological breakdowns. Even if Dick suffered something like 
temporal lobe epilepsy (which his biographer Lawrence Sutin 
argues is the most likely somatic explanation), his earlier books 
prove that 2-3-74 erupted from his own creative daemon.

In 1970’s A Maze of Death, for example, a character’s quest 
for self-knowledge stages a techgnostic metafable that mixes 
“The Hymn of the Pearl” with Pirandello’s Six Characters in 
Search of an Author. The 1970 novel opens with a group of 
colonists congregating on a lush, leafy planet named Delmak- 
O. As soon as they arrive, the taped instructions that the 
colonists were promised when they embarked for the planet are 
found mysteriously erased. Much of the remaining plot resem
bles Agatha Christie’s And Then There Were None, as one by one 
the colonists are murdered or mysteriously die. For the reader, it 
is impossible to tell what is “really” happening, since each 
colonist also sinks deeper and deeper into his or her own sub
jective worldview, losing the ability to communicate with one 
another and to maintain a consensus about the reality of 
Delmak-O.

One cognitive map that is shared by all the colonists is the 
theology of A. J. Specktowsky’s How I Rose from the Dead in My 
Spare Time and So Can You. Specktowsky’s book describes a uni
verse ruled by four deities: the Mentufacturer (the creative 
demiurge), the Form-Destroyer (death, entropy), the Walker- 
on-Earth (an Elijah-like prophet), and the Intercessor (the 
Christ figure or Redeemer). As Dick writes in a note that pre
cedes the narrative, this theology resulted from his own attempt 
to “develop an abstract, logical system of religious thought, 
based on the arbitrary postulate that God exists.” The cyber
netic underpinnings of this faith are symbolized by the trans
mitter and the relay network that the colonists initially use to 
send their prayers to the god-worlds.
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Of course, this system almost immediately breaks down. 
The colonists then discover that only some aspects of their 
supposedly natural environment are organic, while others, par
ticularly the insects, are technological. There are camera-bees, 
flies with speakers and musical tapes, and fleas that endlessly 
reprint books. Examining a miniature building under a mi
croscope, Seth Morley discovers amidst its circuitry the phrase 
“Made at Terra 35082R.” Soon afterward, Morley’s growing 
doubts about the reality of Delmak-O produce a paranoid 
breakthrough:

fit is] as if, he thought, those hills in the background, and 
that great plateau to the right, are a painted backdrop. As if 
all this, and ourselves, and the settlement—all are contained 
in a geodesic dome. And . . . research men, like entirely 
deformed scientists of pulp fiction, are peering down on us.

233

The remaining colonists soon come to believe that they are 
being used as lab rats in some debased social scientific experi
ment, and that the malfunction of their initial instruction tapes 
was deliberate. They conclude that they are actually on Earth, 
inmates of an insane asylum who have had their memories 
erased by the military. These suspicions are confirmed when 
they spot uniformed guards and flying helicopters moving 
through the landscape of Delmak-O.

At this point, the colonists enter a full-fledged paranoid 
scenario, which includes many elements common both to pulp 
fiction and to actual conspiracy theories (Men in Black, 
blocked memories, “bugs” and other hidden surveillance 
devices). But Dick is not satisfied with this answer to the riddle 
of Delmak-O, and neither are the colonists, who still can’t 
explain why each of them is tattooed with the phrase “Persus 9.” 
Banding together, they approach the tench, an uncanny local 
creature who, earlier in the narrative, offered oracular I 
Ching-Mkz answers to their questions. But when the colonists 
ask the tench what Persus 9 means, the thing explodes in a mass



of gelatin and computer circuitry, initiating a chain reaction 
that results in the apocalyptic destruction of the planet.

In the following chapter, we discover that Persus 9 is the 
name of a disabled spaceship, hopelessly circling a dead star. To 
maintain sanity as they drift to their certain doom, the crew had 
programmed their T.E.N.C.H. 889B computer to generate vir
tual worlds that the men and women would then enter through 
“polyencephalic fusion.” Delmak-O was based on a few basic 
parameters initially established by the group—including the 
same postulate that the author Dick claims he used to create the 
theology of Specktowsky’s book: that God exists.

As postmodern allegories go, A Maze of Death cuts to the 
bone. Incapable of altering the destructive course of our dys
functional technological society, we resort to what media critic 
Neil Postman called “amusing ourselves to death.” Like the 
Perky Pat Layouts in The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch, the 
T.E.N.C.H. symbolizes a culture based on “mentufactured,” or 
imagineered, distractions. In his later essay “How to Build a 
Universe That Doesn’t Fall Apart Two Days Later,” Dick explic
itly applies the false worlds of his fiction to contemporary 
American life:

Today we live in a society in which spurious realities are 
manufactured by the media, by governments, by big corpo
rations, by religious groups, political groups . . . unceasingly 
we are bombarded with pseudo-realities manufactured by 
very sophisticated people using very sophisticated electronic 
mechanisms. I do not distrust their motives; I distrust their 
power.234

As I have suggested throughout this book, the gnostic mythology 
of the archons is in some ways an appropriate image of power in 
an age of electronic specters and high-tech propaganda, an 
environment of simulation whose slipperiness can twist even the 
most noble of motives. For those so inclined, the mythology of 
the archons instills a hermeneutics of suspicion, one that 
questions the hidden agendas that lurk beneath the mediascape
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even as it runs the risk of lapsing into paranoia. And indeed, in 
both his fictions and his life, Dick could become quite paranoid 
about the invisible wardens of this Black Iron Prison. But like the 
Gnostics of old, Dick also flip-flopped in his vision of the 
archons. Sometimes he saw them as evil, other times as aberrant 
and selfish products of their own ignorance and power. The 
difference is crucial: The Manichean notion that good and evil 
are absolute contraries sucks the self into a harsh and paranoid 
dualism, while the other, more “Augustinian” mode of gnosis 
opens the self into the continual labor of awakening that holds 
out the possibility of enlightening even the archons, who in the 
end are no other than ourselves. This is the story of Delmak-O, a 
simulation orchestrated not by a conspiracy of evil military 
scientists, but by people’s alienated desires and their 
unwillingness to confront death.

Though Morleys gnostic quest for true identity succeeds in 
rending illusions, it appears to offer no ascent, only a frank 
awareness of the slow drift toward oblivion. But A Maze of Death 
is a Philip K. Dick story, which means that the story is never really 
over. Once Morley awakens on the spaceship, he feels depressed to 
the point of suicide. As the rest of the crew prepare to enter another 
simulation, he wanders into a corridor where he encounters a 
strange figure that calls himself the Intercessor. Morley doesn’t buy 
it. “But we invented you! We and T.E.N.C.H. 889B.” The 
Intercessor does not explain himself as he leads Morley “into the 
stars,” while the rest of the crew find themselves once again stuck 
on Delmak-O.

As a literal deus ex machina, Dick’s preprogrammed savior 
does make for a rather dissatisfying conclusion to the narrative. 
On the other hand, the Intercessor does create a numinous gap 
in Dick’s otherwise bleak scenario, an ontological rupture that 
allows the phantasm, the simulacrum, to reveal its uncanny and 
potentially redemptive power. In a sense, Morley enters a differ
ent order of the virtual, one that exists above the technologies of 
simulation. This is the virtual that has always been with us, that 
needs no gadgets to intercede in our lives, that arises from the 
“arbitrary postulates” of our cultural software even as it



transcends them. As the British SF author Ian Watson notes, 
“One rule of Dick’s false realities is the paradox that once in, 
there’s no way out, yet for this very reason transcendence of a 
sort can be achieved.”235

Sensing the potential metaphysical and political fallout of a 
society whose perceptions were increasingly engineered, Dick 
used his pulp fables to redeploy the old gnostic struggle for 
authenticity and freedom within the hard-sell universe of tech
nological simulacra. Despite the transcendental temperament of 
his later days, Dick did not follow other technodualists in con
demning the flesh or the material world. Instead, the demiurgic 
traps in his novels are human constructions, figments we build 
out of media technologies, commodity hallucinations, emo
tional lies, and our desire to lose ourselves in a good tale. The 
life of authenticity begins when these illusions collapse. “I will 
reveal a secret to you,” Dick writes in the essay cited above. “I 
like to build universes that do fall apart. I like to see them come 
unglued, and I like to see how the characters in the novels cope 
with this problem.”236

By cracking apart his own fictional worlds, Dick left us frac
tured fables about the hilarious, bleak, and occasionally liberat
ing interpenetration of VR and real life. His characters are us, 
constantly tripping over ourselves as we slip back and forth, 
with or without technologies, between the virtual world of spirit 
and that material world where all things die. Though Dick 
heard VALIS’s negentropic call of information redemption, he 
also recognized that entropy is what kills our illusions, and that 
such dark and ironic liberations may become even more impor
tant in a hyperreal world that disguises the devastating conse
quences of its technologies with the bright and shiny packaging 
of techno-utopia. Of course, we cannot know whether the 
information web destined to gird the earth will be an electronic 
asylum or a holistic society of mind, a “vast active living intelli
gence system” or an infinite nest of Perky Pat Layouts. But even 
if we find ourselves absorbed into some bountiful network of 
collective intelligence, then you can guarantee that the network 
will inevitably go on the fritz.
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Faced with the failure of all totalizing and redemptive 
schemes, Dick came down to nothing more than the drive to 
remain human in an often inhuman world. In contrast to the 
exhausted skepticism of the postmoderns or the juvenile glee of 
the posthumans, Dick never abandoned his commitment to the 
“authentic human,” which he tentatively described as the viable 
and elastic being that can “bounce back, absorb, and deal with 
the new.” Perhaps the greatest strength of Dick’s wildly inven
tive, choppy, and humorously bleak narratives lies in his inti
mately rendered portrait of human beings, and especially of the 
jury-built and fiercely creative measures that we hack together 
when metaphysical and technological solutions to our psycho
logical and social ills collapse at our feet. Though Dick’s fiction 
shares some gnostic SF notions with L. Ron Hubbard’s writings, 
Dick’s characters are the absolute opposite of the superheroes of 
Scientology; they are bumbling Joes and Janes, struggling with 
moral ambiguity, poverty, drugs, invasive institutions, credit 
agency robots, and shattered headspaces. They live in worlds 
where commodities have supplanted community, where 
androids dream, and where God lurks in a spray can. The most 
divine communications in such a world aren’t carried in a pink 
blast of otherworldly gnosis, but in that most telepathic of 
human emotions: empathy.


