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One of the most profound and 
disturbing books I’ve read 
recently is Sherry Turkle’s 

Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a 
Digital Age (Penguin Press, 2015). Turkle is a profes-
sor at MIT, author of Alone Together: Why We Expect 
More from Technology and Less from Each Other 
(Basis Books, 2010), and a researcher into how 
technology is reshaping human life and community. 
This book focuses on how digital devices are eroding 
our capacity for conversation, deeper connection, and 
generative solitude. 

Turkle spent a lot of time interviewing people of a 
variety of ages (many of them millennials) about their 
everyday lives, including family, friendships, educa-
tion, and work. The picture she paints is sobering. In 
the past 20 years, empathy among college students has 
dropped 40 percent (most of it in the past decade). The 
more preoccupied with technology we are, the more 
tenuously we’re linked to community.  

People find themselves overwhelmed with so many 
choices and possibilities that they struggle to focus on 
any one. “In the new communications culture, interrup-
tion is not experienced as interruption but as another 
connection,” Turkle writes. But such connections 
through technology are thin and fluid; they have 
nothing of the embodied presence or richness of face-
to-face conversation. 

The most heartbreaking stories in Turkle’s book are 
about children frustrated by their parents constantly 
turning away toward their devices. The common 
narrative that children are the ones lost behind devices 
begins, for Turkle, with parents’ own behavior. 
Children find themselves competing with devices for 
their parents’ attention and generally lose, so they turn 
toward devices themselves. 

Along the way, a whole generation seems to be losing 
the capacity to navigate conversations of depth. 
Relationships are formed and broken off by text 
message. Employers describe employees who want to 
communicate with colleagues or clients by email at any 
cost rather than pick up the phone or talk in person. 

The kinds of solitary moments that can be so genera-
tive for creativity and imagination (as well as self-
reflection) are being replaced with an endless        
checking of devices. Our brains reward us with a           
high when we do so, but the connections often do             
not really land anywhere. 

Turkle writes about classrooms, workplaces, and 
homes. But the chapter that begs to be written is about 
spirituality — about spaces and practices of faith and 
worship. At the heart of all the world’s great faith 
traditions is attentiveness and presence — to God, to 
ourselves, to one another, to the world. Whether 
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Connections through technology are               
thin and fluid; they have nothing of the           
embodied presence or richness of face-to-
face conversation. 



through prayer or meditation, being still is central to 
experiencing the sacred. 

But in the culture we find ourselves in today, such 
deep, sustained attention to anything or anyone seems a 
vanishing proposition. We are losing the habits that 
make it possible. What does prayer look like in a world 
of “continuous partial attention” (in the words of 
technology scholar Linda Stone)? If we can hardly 
hold a conversation with a friend, colleague, or partner 
anymore, how can we sustain one with God? > 

Dwight Zscheile (dzscheile001@luthersem.edu) is associate professor of 
congregational mission and leadership at Luther Seminary. This article 
originally appeared on his blog dwightzscheile.com. Used by permission of 
the author. 

Pursue Your Doctor of Ministry in 
the Nation’s Capital                         
Wesley Theological Seminary and the Lewis Center 
for Church Leadership together offer a Doctor of 
Ministry in Church Leadership Excellence. With this 
track, clergy will receive the enhanced knowledge, 
skills, and motivation to increase congregational and 
denominational service, vitality, and growth. The next 
cohort begins in May 2016 in Washington, DC. Learn 
more and apply today at wesleyseminary.edu/dmin. 
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Save with Early-bird Registration          
to “Optimizing Annual Financial 
Campaigns” Conference and Live 
Stream; Resource Preorder                
Discount Available                         
Saturday, March 5, 10 a.m–1 p.m. EST                   
Church members who pledge give 30 percent more 
than those who do not, and congregations that seek 
annual financial commitments have significantly 
higher levels of overall giving. At the Optimizing 
Annual Financial Campaigns Conference and Live 
Stream, you will learn to reap the harvest of generosity 
through best practices to make your annual financial 
campaign a more effective one. Also, preorder the 
Optimizing Annual Financial Campaigns Resource for 
your library so that you can review this valuable 
information again in the years to come. Learn more 
and save with early-bird registration and discounts at 
churchleadership.com/funding. 
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