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I. Introduction 


In 1984, Donna Harraway announced that we had already been cyborgs for some time.
 With respect to medicine, war, sex, and education, her “blasphemy” was not a call for union with technology, but for a politics of our real hybridity: “By the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism; in short, we are cyborgs.” 20 years later, religious videogames have made this cyborg's religion, what we are calling “religion born-digital,” quite overt. This is religion which cannot preexist its medium because its object of devotion emerges within the machine-human conjunction, religious practice that both requires and reinforces the users' compound nature by training real-world living through digital worlds. The rituals work, the scriptures are true, and the metaphysics are real. The question, of course, is what happens when the cyborg steps back into this world quite different than she left it.

Today we will offer three cases of religion “born digital”. First, we unpack Kabbalah 101, wherein religious narrative and games combine into hyperscripture. Then through the online roleplaying game, Shadowbane we explore a wholly novel tradition and praxis. And finally, turning to the biofeedback game Journey to Wild Divine, we present a playful symbiosis of New-Age religion and medical technology. 

But excavation requires tools. If cyberfeminism presents a player, in his book Cybertext, Espen Aarseth, one of the foremost minds in game studies, presents a functional image for the game itself.
 Aarseth classifies videogames as "ergodic," that is, literature in which "nontrivial effort is required to allow the reader (player) to traverse the text."
 Ergodic reading requires intentional leaps between fragments to draw connections. In our case-studies, these are not only leaps through computer-based electronic textuality, but also through manuals, websites, and online communities. Consequently, each game constitutes a world in its own right, a complex network of authors and texts, all human and all machine that, drawing from Aarseth, are platforms for ergodic composition. The first "authors" (programmers, game designers, and artists) set up the game pieces and streams of plot for the second "author" (the computer/player cyborg) who produces a story by exploring. But, the cases at hand are not merely cybertexts, but cyborg scriptures. In all three cases, borrowed myth and ritual is mustered to explain the limits of programmable technology, and game structures are used to answer misgivings about the limits of out-game religion. 


So, whence these new worlds? In Cybertext, Aarseth plots multiple points of the origin of the videogame across the 1970s.  Each of our games can be traced to earlier forms, but each to several of them, combining and complicating one another in conjoined evolution. But the realization that religious videogames are tangles of older technologies can make things deceptively simple. The application of new technology has added new and complex layers to the relationships between players, programmers, computers, and stories which make it only useful by way of analogy. Today, a hundred programmers and developers might use twenty separate computer-servers to keep a hundred-thousand player-computer hybrids within stories so complex that none involved can retrace their steps, even if their computers store the components which made them possible. New technology and new combinations have caused changes of complexity so intense that they must be regarded as changes of kind, players being enmeshed into games in ways formerly unimaginable. And while such changes in complexity vary between games, it seems that at least in some cases the new integration is understood through religion. In the case of Kabbalah 101, a game was created to explain a religious concept. With Wild Divine, religious aspects make the game—without religion, it would be medical therapeutics. And with Shadowbane, religion becomes the explanation for the rules and mechanics of the game. 

II. Kabbalah 101


Kabbalah 101 is unique in the Kabbalah Centre's corpus because while they often frame Jewish mysticism as the solution to life's difficulties by likening it to various challenges, a puzzle or a philosophical problem, for instance, this work is a sort of game which explains “the game of life.” I say “a sort of game” because this is the articulation of several genres, online adult education courses, pop-up books, and customer satisfaction surveys, as well as videogames. It is also “a sort of game” because those activities most like videogames are largely designed to ensure failure. Nonetheless, the arrangement of these elements into a whole compels a “lusory attitude,” a playful mood of scrimmage rather than consequential struggle, through which it teaches players how to live. That is to say, this becomes a form of scripture only because it becomes a videogame. 


The course itself is a string of 109 Flash enabled webpages divided by quizzes into three pairs of “classes,” and illustrated with 11 activities ranging from push-button illustrations to full mini-games. The first pair uses futile games to illustrate the player's inability to attain their desires. For instance, the first class presents an array of playing cards and asks the player to choose one without clicking it. When the player has chosen, the game shuffles the cards and presents them again with the player's card missing. When the player is sufficiently amazed a message follows: “As you can see, we are limited in our ability to perceive complete reality. We should have noticed that NONE of the cards appearing in the first hand appeared in the second hand. No matter which card you would have selected, it would not have appeared in the second hand.” 


Given that our senses are powerless to orient us, the second pair of classes begin to impart the knowledge of the invisible world which allows players to live properly. This is a retelling of Isaac Luria's cosmogony in which reality emerges from resistance between powers of giving and reception. Ontologically, these manifest in the Creator's transmissive Light, and the super-cosmic Vessel which exists to receive its beneficence. But in their metaphysics of desire, giving and receiving are like the positive and negative poles of a battery, and unmitigated satisfaction like a short circuit, flashing brightly, but fading suddenly, while struggle resembles the productive resistance of a bulb's filament. Following this lesson, the student is presented the similitude of a multiple-choice test wherein they must predict the next stage of the cosmogony. As the student selects answers, however, hand-scrawled Xs appear beside each choice until all are marked wrong. An explanation follows: “Okay, all the above answers were incorrect. We’re just trying to keep you on your toes and mentally alert by helping you exhaust all the possible answers. So what’s the one remaining answer?” 


The answer, in the final pair of classes, is that the Vessel becomes “proactive” rather than “reactive,” refusing to receive any more Light so it can become a giving force itself. This act shatters the Light, producing our fragmented material reality. But, as this pair of classes explains, it also creates the conflicted human soul, born to receive the Creator's goodness, but forever desiring to give in return without knowing how. The solution offered here is that we must also become “proactive.” This represents the real situation which our senses have missed: struggles are placed in our lives like filaments in bulbs. So one should act counter-intuitively in the face of adversity, increasing the resistance, being generous when the impulse for selfishness flares up and being patient when the ego demands convenience, for instance. 


Again, the process is illustrated through a game; To quote: “The objective of the game is to click on the object of your desire with your mouse/cursor to signify that you have successfully ‘received it.’” This object is a pictorial icon for one of five desires: friendship, a new house, prosperity, a new car, or a soulmate. Once selected, the preferred icon appears in an empty field across which it flees from the player’s cursor. The solution, counter-intuitively, is to stop moving the mouse for ten seconds. When the player does this they are finally allotted  a victory. Again, to quote: “When external items control us, if we chase after them in our never-ending pursuit of happiness, we are in a reactive state. When we shut down our reactions and truly let go… We have become the CAUSE of our fulfillment[.]”   


“Congratulations! So what’s the Lesson?” So yes, the first few waves of embedded games are futile, but they are designed this way because the course as a whole is crafted as isomorphic to the “game of life,” a game which the Kabbalah Centre teaches is similarly futile in its early stages -those unfortunate ones before the player learns the rules through their telling of Jewish mysticism. By cushioning each failure with humor, by likening game-failures to life-failures, and by connecting each one with solutions later in the course, these are bound into one playful whole. Consistent with their valorization of struggle, then, only because the first games are impossible can player's victory in the last games demonstrates success in the course as a whole. 


It is tempting, of course, to declare this strategic use of failure “foul play,” but it finds much precedent in other videogames. For instance, in action-adventure games like The Legend of Zelda or Metroid, the player returns gains abilities that allow them to overcome obstacles that had formerly bounded the world of play, but the world always remains circumscribed by obstacles identical to those now overcome. Play proceeds through a gauntlet of futility. The difference is that Kabbalah 101 imparts skills still relevant after the game is over. Through the use of futility, articulated to the player's out-game struggles, Kabbalah 101 presents a sort of compulsory parable, a mode of scripturality “born digital” in that it requires that the student to enter the text and retrieve meaning. But more importantly, this is unlike prior scripturalities because it speaks in the second person to readers concerning their engagement with it in real-time. It is scripture made a living thing, and a thing within which the player momentarily, and perhaps enduringly lives.  

III. Shadowbane
 


MMORPGs, Massively Multiplayer Online RolePlaying Games, are interesting, first, in the ways they are online – as community games wherein thousands of people can simultaneously "log-on" and share a game-space – but more so in the role-playing they encourage. These games entail a vast network of stories, or “game-lore,” from side-quests to full cosmogonies, within which players are encouraged to create their own "back-stories.” In most MMORPGs the “game-lore” includes gods and priests, and most roleplayers will identify their characters in terms of their nationality and religious identity. In most online roleplaying games, the resulting ethnic and religious differences are buffered by the game rules. Insults, murder, and theft between players are prevented or punished. Today, I want to focus on how one particular online roleplaying game, Wolfpack's 2003 release Shadowbane, uses religious lore to promote "free-for-all player v. player combat," that is, a world wherein every player is free to kill anyone he or she encounters. 


From Shadowbane's earliest iteration as an FAQ, it featured extensive religious lore by "Meridian," the game company's official "sage." From a purely technical perspective, Wolfpack could have simply informed players of its kill-and-be-killed ruleset in the manual. Instead, these game designers commissioned an elaborate religious narrative to explain why players were allowed to kill one another and even to lay-waste rival civilizations. I want to ask three questions concerning religious roleplaying and violence in Shadowbane: 1) Why and how did the game developers use religion to make their game rules and technological limitations seem "real" for roleplaying? 2) What of this digital religion was borrowed from out-game traditions, and what was invented ex nihilo? 3) Who are the players who roleplay this digital religion, creating and enacting new rituals and incorporating game-gods and other game-lore into their own characters? How does in-game religion relate to in-game violence? 

Digital religion in Shadowbane takes many forms. The clearest manifestation is the "lore" hosted on the game's official webpage that narrate the creation and history of the game-world, the characteristics of relevant demons and deities, and the relationship between various races and deities. Digital religion also takes place in roleplaying posts on the game's official forums, and in a wide range of player-authored texts and events, both in-game and on the web.
 The lore recounts a sequence of calamities precipitating a descent into chaotic violence and separation from the gods—and woven into this epic history is the story of the creation, loss, and destructive power of an unbelievably powerful sword named Shadowbane. 

Two key moments demonstrate how digital religion supports and describes Shadowbane's game mechanics. The first explains kill-and-be-killed unending war, the second explains the game's cycle of death and rebirth. In a struggle to conquer the world and even the Gods, thevelf-king Sillestor draws the mighty sword Shadowbane and slays Loromir, Archon of Peace (archons are "emanations" of a creator God in a very Gnostic sense). The Lore explicitly states that: "There are those among the Wise who believe that all of the strife, pain, and war that has troubled our broken World was born in that instant, and that since Loromir's death true peace is impossible."
 Shadowbane's is a world of eternal war—Peace is literally dead. Though the lore also grounds religiously motivated rivalries between player-races, there is no doubt that the death of Loromir initiates unending violence. Through both the detailed religious rivalries between different player-groups and the death of Loromir, Archon of Peace, the Shadowbane Lore requires that players resolve disputes through violence rather than peaceful negotiation. Players are not just allowed to kill each other in any circumstance, for any reason—they are expected to do so.   

However, a world of constant death and war can only host a successful game if player-characters can never really die. In Shadowbane, players who are killed immediately "respawn" at two possible locations, Soul Stones and Trees of Life. They appear with a new body but leave behind a corpse. This game mechanic of death and rebirth is also encoded through digital religion. According to the Lore, death itself is no longer possible. In a moment of tragic betrayal, Cambruin, a mighty human king, was transfixed to the World Tree, and as his blood ran down its trunk, Shadowbane's blade petrified the tree, shattered creation and disrupted the cycle of death. Through a subsequent druidic intervention, the dead can now be reborn, but no one can ever truly die. Other aspects of the game are also described through religious lore, including the use of runes to alter character statistics, the rivalries between many races, and the existence of several prosecutorial religious movements.   

    The death of Loromir, Archon of Peace and the shattering of the world and consequent disruption end of the cycle of life and death are two crucial excerpts from the Lore which explain and justify the "physical" rules of the Shadowbane game-world. Through Meridian's Lore, Wolfpack provided detailed tenets of faith and religious history, and without any effort at all, players then would step into and begin participating in a world defined by digital religion. While other online and off-line roleplaying games do use religion and invent religion to increase the realism of a gaming world, Shadowbane, I submit, goes much farther. It makes religion the rationale behind the entire gaming world, the explanation for that world's rules and mechanics. As a result, players participate in digital religion by playing the game—even the act of creating a character and logging in to the gameworld requires active participants in this computer-based myth. Though some players engaged more actively in this digital religion through roleplaying, the integration of religion and game mechanics found in Shadowbane demands participation in a religious world and scripture contained in and expressed through the connections between players and computers, game-designers and game-servers. Yet without this digital religion, Shadowbane would still have been a viable game, a locus for play and interaction. In contrast, The Journey to Wild Divine depends on digital religion for its lusory aspect.

 III. The Journey to Wild Divine 

The Journey to Wild Divine is a religious videogame made for a New Age audience. It is a primer on the New Age as a theoretical conundrum, raising issues of religious authority and authenticity, the idealization of the Mystic East, and ambivalence towards technology and allopathic medicine. But even for the New Age, there is something new here, an attempt to make quantification part of at-home religious practice. 



((Before I begin, I would like to add as a side note that when I speak of the “New Age” I am borrowing from Wouter Haanegraff''s multivalent definition in his book New Age Religion and Western Culture. For reasons of time I won’t be able to address this definition in any more detail, but I wanted to situate the paper for those who are interested. ))



The Journey to Wild Divine, released in 2003 as part of the larger Wild Divine Project, is the most blatantly "cyborg" of our new religious options. It is situated in a fanciful landscape of gardens and pagodas where players learn meditative breathing techniques and spiritual life lessons from a series of ethnically diverse in-game guides. But unlike most videogames, which are played with a keyboard or controller, this is played primarily by means of three “magic rings” which players wear on their fingers [show how this is done], simple biofeedback sensors measuring skin conductivity and heart rate. The game calibrates to the players' bodies and then requires players to calm and excite themselves to perform tasks such as kindling fires, or juggling balls. To understand what exactly is "religion born digital" here, we need to look first at how this technology has been framed as religious rather than merely therapeutic. And second, we must ask how a game that quantifies and visualizes bodily and imaginatory experience fits within the New Age. 

Why does this game use New Age imagery at all? The inexpensive device would be well suited to medical purposes, /for instance, helping cardiac patients regulate their own heart rates. Instead, this polyvalent technology finds its frame in that stream of the New Age which has discovered religiously neutral “spiritual technologies” within a variety of world religions, ranging from Yoga and Tai Chi to "wholistic" medicine. The game mimics the popular rhetorics that use the tools of an imaginary "scientific West" to investigate the claims of an equally imaginary "Mystic East." It is a home version, then, of recent experiments on Tibetan monks, applauded by the Dalai Lama, which seem to affirm meditative practice. In fact, the alternative health “gurus” most involved in the Wild Divine Project, Dr. Andrew Weil and Deepak Chopra, have consistently been advocates of meditation as a provably valuable medical practice. Wild Divine's presentation of the East, then, reflects a very American project. 


This particular articulation of medicine and spirituality emerged when Dr. Kurt Smith, a biomedical engineer and entrepreneur, began to work with Corwin Bell, a graphic designer and New Age musician.
 In interviews, Smith and Bell discuss Western medicine as mutually reinforcing a shifting nebula of Other traditions, though neither creator appears concerned with the specificity of the religions involved. In the in-game Metaverse, for example, we encounter "the double Durga dancers” named after the Hindu goddess/ as well as the bodhisattva Guan Yin, who is called “she who hears the sounds of the world.” But combination here is not merely tolerated; this is an active “theology of interchangeability.” The player should understand his/her religious practice as emerging in hybridity. For instance, the Wild Divine game Healing Rhythms presents the mantra as a universally efficacious practice, doing the same work across all faith positions, including a purely secularist one: it does not matter whether one meditates on the word om, shalom, salaam, amen or just the number one, but rather that players choose a word that makes them comfortable. But the equivalence of all mantras is not only a manifestation of New Age perennialism, it is simultaneously a flourish of scientific repeatability, a claim to being a whole much greater than its parts.

The religious frame, then, is precisely a presentation of the smudgy universality that allows a religious frame to surround a medical technology at all. This is Jacques Derrida’s parergon, the frame which is neither separable from / nor identical with / its content.


So, was something missing from this technology which required a complementary theology?  This would be fruitfully read, perhaps, as one solution to debates in New Age communities concerning the legitimacy of technological meditative-aids, including psychedelics and sound-and-light machines: / this technology does not itself add to the meditative experience at all, but measures it.


The religious experience in The Journey to Wild Divine is in many ways precisely what detractors say the New Age never has been: difficult, serious, and requiring commitment. Players come through the universal-religious frame into a place where they trust a computer to evaluate their spiritual rank, / and despite the soft music and swaying trees, this is a uniquely vulnerable experiential position for religious practice. The real-world spiritual leaders become something quite different on that side of the screen, / not cryptic, but pragmatic, / not wise, but accurate.  The religious experience becomes self-critical and occasionally infuriating because it seems to present unambiguous data on the state of one's soul. Not only has the technology been made religious, the religious experience has been made technological; individual practitioners allow themselves to be investigated through the double objectivity of universal medicine and universalistic religion. In The Journey to Wild Divine, New Age religion melds with twenty-first century technology and alternative medicine to create a kind of religious practice and experience available only through cyborg-existence.

V. Conclusio


From our readings of human-computer interactions in three very different games, we have argued for the existence of uniquely cyborg religion. These three games— Kabbalah 101, Shadowbane and The Journey to Wild Divine—are ergodic experiences that incorporate religion into the fabric of their virtual worlds. Without interrogating the personal beliefs and religious experiences of game designers and players, we have showed some of the ways that game designers can both manipulate game technology to recreate religious narratives/ and manipulate and create religious myth to explain and enrich their games. 


We would like to close with three questions for continuing research: 

First, how does cyborg religion fit within broader discussions of gender, race, and relations of capital? 

Second, how can the lexicon necessary for discussing religion in digital worlds be applied to the complex networks of authors, readers, creators, practitioners, and believers that exist in other spaces and times? 

And finally, the biggest of our open questions, and one which we hope your time at the arcade will help you to answer: / What happens when the cyborg steps back into this world different than she left it?
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