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Introduction: The Webs We Spin—
Relational, Mediated, Spiritual

Curtis D. Coats
Millsaps College

Monica M. Emerich
University of Colorado

7:00 a.m., January 26, 2015

This day is like most other days, following a night like most other nights. In a
small town in the central Ufiited States, a woman hits the “off” button on her alarm
as she rises. Instead of coffee, she grabs her Hula Hoop, opens up a YouTube video
on her smart phone and begins her ritual of hooping. Elsewhere, another woman
swaddles her baby in a wrap before running out to complete her morning errands.
A thousand miles away, a group of young men stock their van for their pilgrimage
to an improvisational rock music festival. Across town, a group of executives get
together for yoga before the day’s work begins. Some in this group are physically
proximate. Others telecommute to the yoga session.

3:00 p.m., January 26, 2015

A group of women and men meet online to discuss their mental illnesses, not as
“madness” as society defines it, but as gifts to their identity and their community.
Across the Atlantic, a young woman, while touring Glastonbury, Snapchats to her
friends back home. A little later, she buys a crystal in a shop to commemorate
her trip. Elsewhere, a group of local community members strategize how best to
promote the spirituality embedded in their Cornish identity, a promotion that
engages their Cornish Methodist and pagan heritages.

11:00 p.m., January 26, 2015
A young woman reads confessions on PostSecret. Emboldened and inspired, she
posts her own confession—something she had never told her priest. Across town,



2 Curtis D. Coats and Monica M. Emerich

a group of Cultural Creatives' meets to discuss the spiritual power of their art and
their desire for spiritual community. Some hesitate to commit to the group and
begin to distance themselves. Others embrace this group and, thus, further entwine
their identity with this emerging community. As the day, January 26, turns to a
new day, a Baby Boomer couple reaches sexual climax, embracing the youthful
vitality experienced in the “little death.” Then they ponder their own mortality as
the climax wanes. :

What these banal practices—parenting, sex, leisure, work—have in common
is the extraordinary, spiritual meaning attached to them by practitioners.
According to McKian, “[S]pirituality does not always sit outside the everyday,
suspended in particular moments and spaces; it is also witnessed across the
banality of everyday life”* At its core this book is about these people and their
practices.

Of course, this book is also about concepts related to “spirituality” and “the
media” Our hope is that engagement with these concepts will enliven the
practitioners, enrich the concepts, and generate productive debate within studies
of media, religion, and culture about spiritual, mediated practice.

Our aims in this book are threefold. First, we wish to resurrect the exploration
of spiritual practices and beliefs, products, and places within media, religion, and
culture studies. We hope this book encourages conversations about spirituality
versus religion, spirituality and religion, or spirituality as religion—as productive
as the conversations about media and religion, media as religion, or mediation
versus mediatization of religion. Second, we explore how and why the ordinary
is made extraordinary, yet practical to the life of the participant at the same time.
Third, we argue that these “practical” spiritualities, in capitalist societies at least,
occur in a Media Age. We will elucidate the contours and boundaries of the
media in this age in an effort to situate contemporary spiritualities within media
technologies, mediated relationships, and media spaces. We hope to accomplish
these aims by engaging the culturalist, relational, and spatial “turns” in media
studies; religious studies; and media, religion, and culture studies.

Practical spirituality . . .

The idea and the name for this book came to us organically, in all senses of that
term’s usage. We were discussing our own research on the organic foods industry
and sustainability and the expression among those workers about viewing
their occupations as a sacred journey. We were interested in the genealogy of



