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Media of all sorts, including social media, seems to be an insurmountable challenge for the churches and parents who are trying to have a greater impact than the avalanche of constant messaging from secular culture. However, Ron Luce gives good news and tools for exactly how you and your youth can experience freedom from the slavery to media, transforming you from a consumer to a creator of media.

Rick Warren, founding pastor of Saddleback Church and executive director of Finishing the Task

Like Indiana Jones navigating his way through the Temple of Doom or Gandalf showing the way through Middle-earth, Ron understands the wonders and deadly traps of our modern media matrix. Read this book and get it into the hands of the young people in your life so we can all make it out of the digital jungle alive and full of confidence and spiritual life! Few people I know have worked longer with young people and understand their challenges better than my friend Ron Luce. He is a trusted guide and won’t steer you or your kids wrong.

Kirk Cameron, actor and producer

Ron unearths the science behind the addictive nature of media, reveals how Satan often disguises himself as an angel of light in the forms of media, and most importantly, offers a step-by-step process for parents and youth to be free from the slavery to media of all forms. Every parent must read this for the sake of their family.

Samuel Rodriguez, lead pastor of New Season and president and CEO of the National Hispanic Christian Leadership Conference

Right when many have thought it impossible to influence what media their youth consume, Ron Luce has written this well-researched tool to help parents with this media hurricane surrounding youth. He unmasks what it does to youth and provides very practical steps to keep youth from being kidnapped by any form of media.

Dr. Dharias Daniels, speaker, coach, and lead pastor of Change Church

Navigating the Media Jungle by Ron Luce is a bold and much-needed wake-up call for this generation. As a band, we’ve seen firsthand how media can pull people away from what truly matters—faith, family, and purpose. Ron’s book is like a road map through the noise, guiding you back to a place of clarity and connection with God. It’s packed with truth and practical steps to help you break free from the distractions that steal your focus and your joy. This is more than a book; it’s a call to live with purpose, anchored in the love and truth of Jesus. We couldn’t recommend it more!

Newsboys

In Navigating the Media Jungle, Ron Luce offers a timely and insightful guide for those feeling overwhelmed by our hyperconnected world. With wisdom and practical advice, Luce helps readers break free from the distractions of entertainment, gaming, and social media and rediscover meaningful relationships. This book is an essential read for anyone seeking to regain control of their attention and to live intentionally. You, too, can move from being merely a consumer to being a creator made in the image of the creator of all things.

Gordon Robertson, president of the Christian Broadcasting Network

Seriously, do you really expect me to function before I check social media? I’ve been guilty of thinking this. How about you? The Enemy is always trying to distract us while God is busy trying to attract us. Guard your heart against a dark and dangerous world of shiny objects clamoring for your attention. My friend Ron Luce encourages us to stop wasting our time focused on deceptive media. Instead, pay attention to God, the ultimate influencer. He is as close as your next breath and is just waiting to talk with you!

David Crank, author, speaker, and lead pastor of FaithChurch.com

Navigating the Media Jungle cuts through the dense digital foliage and sidesteps the many online snares pulling us away from God. Ron Luce draws on decades of his own experience, the latest research findings, and the timeless truth of God’s Word to chart a narrow path toward greater intimacy with the Holy Spirit. If you’re tired of being overwhelmed by the constant distraction of media in your life, this book is your indispensable guide for finding more peace in the presence of God.

Chris Hodges, senior pastor of Church of the Highlands and author of Out of the Cave and Pray First

Navigating the world of media and smartphones is perhaps today’s greatest challenge for all of us—especially for parents. Ron Luce rightly recognizes how distracting and addicting modern media can be. Yet he identifies the deeper spiritual issues beneath much of our cultural dysfunction. He offers practical ideas for better navigating media, but he also acknowledges that we need a heart and mind change to genuinely consume media well. This is a timely and biblically rich book.

Sean McDowell, PhD, author, speaker, and professor at Biola University

Ron Luce tackles one of the most important and relevant topics of our time—how modern-day media is affecting us and our youth. Ron addresses the breadth and depth of what our young people face today from gaming and movies to social media and music. Beyond bringing awareness to the deeper messaging, underlying strategies, and hidden dangers behind what we watch and hear, Ron also uses his years of experience in youth ministry to provide parents with tools to help their youth develop internal controls based on biblical values instead of pop culture. This book is a much-needed resource to help parents and children alike develop the discernment needed to navigate today’s media jungle.

Tan Seow How and Lia Chan, founding senior pastors of Heart of God Church in Singapore and authors of GenerationS: How to Grow Your Church YOUNGER and STRONGER

Having spent decades ministering to millions of teens and their families, Ron Luce is perfectly equipped to sound the alarm on the soul-crushing effects of nonstop media consumption by youth today and the resulting depression and hopelessness. In Navigating the Media Jungle, he guides readers to the life-giving, soul-liberating effects of breaking that addiction and deception by yielding again to a loving Lord and Savior, our only true hope. Because he offers proven, real-world, actionable steps to healing, this is a must-read for every concerned parent today.

Matt Crouch, president of Trinity Broadcasting Network

My dear friend Ron Luce has, through the years, inspired not just me but hundreds of thousands throughout the world. I absolutely love how he is now taking such a fatherly approach in this season of his ministry, addressing both young people and parents on the issue of media distraction and the need to keep our focus on Christ and his kingdom while navigating the jungle of the present age. I praise God for the voice of my friend Ron Luce and wholeheartedly recommend this book!

Joakim Lundqvist, senior pastor of Word of Life Church in Uppsala, Sweden

As the leader of a group of churches and ministries committed to glorifying God by making disciples, I am always on the lookout for resources that constructively address the real-life challenges followers of Jesus are engaging. Navigating the Media Jungle is a resource that pragmatically and biblically equips the reader to address how they consume media, a thoroughly relevant aspect of our everyday lives. This book should not only be read but applied for life change.

Rev. David Wells, MA, DD, president of the Pentecostal/Charismatic Churches of North America (PCCNA) and general superintendent of the Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada (PAOC)

In Navigating the Media Jungle, next-gen expert Ron Luce sounds the alarm on the battle raging within the minds of today’s young people. Flooded with distractions and agenda-driven programming, entire generations of Americans are shackled to a matrix of mind-numbing media. Luce reminds us that it’s not too late to cut the cord and stop scrolling by reengaging in real relationships and recharging our faith.

Lucas Miles, senior director of TPUSA Faith, author of Woke Jesus and The Christian Left, and senior pastor at Nfluence Church
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Do not be shaped by this world. Instead be changed within by a new way of thinking. Then you will be able to decide what God wants for you. And you will be able to know what is good and pleasing to God and what is perfect.
ROMANS 12:2 ICB
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Imagine that you have been dropped into the middle of a jungle in the rainforests of Brazil. You wake up to strange noises, animals everywhere, and massive canopies of greenery that both entertain you and intrigue you. There are flowers, berries, colorful frogs, and other luminescent animals. While the newness of everything everywhere completely awes you, you don’t know that if you touch the wrong frog, you might die. You don’t know that when you reach out to pet the bushmaster snake, you could soon be bleeding from every orifice of your body as you suffer a grueling death within hours—even if you happen to receive antivenom. You have no idea that eating the wrong berry, though beautiful and sweet to the taste, could cause you to writhe in pain for days.

Being submersed in media of all forms is much like the jungle we just imagined. It is entertaining, funny, and interesting, but it is also dangerous for our mind and our soul. It feels like a sweet treat and compels us to eat as much as we can. But we may soon find ourselves depressed and writhing in pain in the deepest parts of our soul without knowing why.

Navigating the Media Jungle is all about unmasking how shows on streaming platforms, social media feeds, video games, and any content we binge shape us in such a way that we may no longer recognize ourselves. Ultimately, we risk living our lives vicariously through the content we consume.

The good news is that this content doesn’t have to control us any longer. Instead of allowing media to subtly shape our mind and character, Jesus can become the chief architect of our character. In this book, we will learn to take back control of our lives and discipline what we allow our eyes and ears to ingest. We will finally be free to be shaped by the Holy Spirit rather than being entertained to spiritual death by the creative geniuses who keep the world addicted to distraction. Welcome to the media jungle!
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CHAPTER 1

The Power of Distraction
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The Lord said to her, “My dear Martha, you are worried and upset over all these details! There is only one thing worth being concerned about. Mary has discovered it, and it will not be taken away from her.”

LUKE 10:41–42 NLT

Distracted by What?

When Jesus and his disciples stopped at the home of Mary and Martha on his way to Jerusalem, the two sisters had different responses to Jesus’ presence: “Mary…sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what he said. But Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to be made” (Luke 10:39–40).

Imagine having the creator of the universe sitting in your home, and the whole town is coming to see him. You are so excited that he is there, but you are thinking of all the things on the checklist that you need to do to make sure you are ready for so many guests in your home. God is literally in the same room with you, and you have found many other “important” things to do.

This is the reality of life today. God is literally as close as the next breath we take. He is waiting to show us things we cannot imagine. He longs to teach us things that would blow us away. He has ways of living that are countercultural and produce life if we would only listen and adopt them into our lifestyles.

Meanwhile, we cannot hear or perceive that he is right there waiting to share treasures with us because we have a thousand alerts per day pinging us on various devices. We volley from one distraction to another. We are often so excited that we cannot even wait for the next notification, so we keep checking our feeds for any updates, likes, or comments before we even get an alert. Since we clearly need more distractions, we sign up for more social media platforms, follow more people, and get alerts with updates while joining email lists of our favorite stores, artists, or sports teams. We must know what all the influencers are up to, so we follow anyone we think will show us what a great life looks like and cannot wait for the advice they give to help make ours better.

Yet God is in the room just waiting—waiting for us to get so full of all the things we crave that we realize we are still empty. We look for life and validation from all the stimuli we have attached ourselves to while the giver of life quietly assumes a humble position near us, wanting to be invited into our daily lives.

We have belittled our existence to live by the tyranny of the urgent and have neglected who is the most important.

We have all become Martha.

Continuous Partial Attention

It seems that humans have always found something to distract them from the important, but something dramatically shifted in 2006 and 2007. When Twitter (now called X) launched and Facebook opened up to anyone with an email in 2006, no one could have imagined the impact these social platforms would have on the world and on personal relationships. Then, in 2007, Steve Jobs introduced the iPhone, and the revolution truly launched. We then had the ability to carry the entire world in our pockets and had access to distraction twenty-four seven. Just like we remember the 1440s for the invention of the Gutenberg printing press and its historic impact, so will 2006 and 2007 be known as a season of exponential, unpredictable impact.

Social media, the iPhone, and other technologies have brought so many contributions to our world. Who doesn’t want to use Uber now and then or FaceTime a friend or family member across the world? We have all enjoyed instant media or deliveries and mobile orders. Who doesn’t want to conveniently know what the weather is going to be today or next week, at home or anywhere in the world? However, the unintended consequences of these advancements have also taken a toll on our families and personal relationships. Continuous partial attention, a term coined by researcher Linda Stone, refers to how many ways our attention is pulled at any given moment, making it nearly impossible to fully focus. In the digital age, this is the new norm. Here are some of the documented realities.

In Reviews.org’s 2023 survey, American adults reported that

•75 percent check their phones within five minutes of receiving a notification,

•75 percent use their phones while on the toilet,

•69 percent have texted someone in the same room as them,

•60 percent sleep with their phones,

•57 percent consider themselves addicted to their phones, and

•55 percent have never gone longer than twenty-four hours without their cell phones.1

According to an American company’s research that recent Flemish studies have confirmed, “smartphone users touch, tap, or swipe their devices an average of 2,617 times a day.”2 Yet adults aren’t the only ones who struggle to stay away from their phones. Here are some statistics regarding teens and their phones:

•Teens average over eight-and-a-half hours of media each day, including all screen time except use for schoolwork.3

•Over half of teens in one study received 237 or more notifications each day on their smartphones.4

•Some kids check their notifications up to 498 times in twenty-four hours.5

Some young people interviewed about their phone usage described their lives as a series of impulses that pull them toward every single notification. With smartphones as constant companions, many have felt they literally cannot put their phones down. Many young people look at their phones to alleviate negative emotions and find it especially hard to disengage from apps like TikTok.6

By looking at their phones first thing in the morning, they feel an all-day compulsion that is difficult to control, and if they can’t access their phones, it can feel like being deprived of oxygen. “ [If the] first hit of dopamine that you get is from scrolling…your brain is gonna want to do that for the rest of the day. I feel like many of us have experienced the immobilization that comes with scrolling in the morning,” noted one TikTok user named Meredith.7

Twenty-four-year-old Shelby said, “Our brain constantly thrives on dopamine hits. We’re always looking for the next little bit of recognition or excitement. If you wake up and the first thing that you reach for is your phone, your brain becomes reliant on the dopamine hits that you receive…through notifications, text messages [and] scrolling on TikTok.”8

While previous generations experienced boredom while growing up, it has become a dreaded state of mind for many of today’s youth—and adults. Those times when we are waiting in line with nothing to do can allow our minds to process, slow down, and decompress. Now those moments of waiting no longer exist.


We Are All Pavlov’s Dogs

Beware that no one distracts you or intimidates you in their attempt to lead you away from Christ’s fullness by pretending to be full of wisdom when they’re filled with endless arguments of human logic. For they operate with humanistic and clouded judgments based on the mindset of this world system, and not the anointed truths of the Anointed One.

COLOSSIANS 2:8 TPT

•Engagement: get people to stay on the site as long as possible.

•Growth: get people to invite friends to keep spreading the web of engagement.

•Advertisement: make as much money for advertisers as possible by keeping the users on the site for as long as possible and showing them ads based on their preferences.9

Once the algorithms learn your preferences, they can keep you on the site or platform longer and longer by feeding you what they know you want. The programmers behind social media then use this question as a mantra: “How can we use everything we know about persuading people and put it into technology?”10 They specifically program the algorithms to give you a fresh, unique-to-you feed every time you refresh the page. Refreshing turns into an unconscious habit. Like someone at a slot machine, we keep hoping that something new will come up and give us another endorphin hit.

By using scientific A/B testing, creators developed the most optimal ways to get users to do what they want them to do. For example, when you are tagged in a photo, the platform sends you a notification that someone tagged you, and instead of showing you the photo you’re tagged in, you have to go back into the app or website to see who tagged you and who commented on it. Media developers program subliminal cues to take advantage of people without ever triggering the user’s awareness. Now feeling remorse, programmers from several social media companies interviewed for The Social Dilemma admit they wrote programming designed to figure out how to psychologically manipulate you and then give you back a dopamine hit.

Having read this, you may now understand that social media of all forms is not simply a tool to help you stay connected to friends but is also a tool in the hands of social media developers to psychologically manipulate you, seducing you to even more levels of engagement on their platforms. We are all lab rats now. The inventors of this techno-induced drug-like euphoria freely admit that even they have gotten addicted to the endorphins, knowing all along what the technology was doing.11

Smartphones are a tool to program us to get a hit of dopamine not just when we scroll or look at a message but also when we anticipate a message. One researcher wrote, “Knowing that anticipation gets our dopamine flowing, businesses use this to get us to click on their ads or apps.”12 A couple of examples of this he cites from news sites are headlines from the front page of CNN’s website: “Star Wars Stormtroopers: What’s Their Message?” “Affluenza Teen: The Damage He Caused,” and “Why Putin Praised Trump.” These are not based in fact but are written as “teasers to get our anticipation juices flowing—to get us fired up and our dopamine neurons firing, so that we will click the link to read the article. No wonder they call such attention grabbers ‘clickbait.’”13

Just like how catchy headlines can boost dopamine, notifications can have the same effect. Since we don’t want to miss any email or text or social media update, we think it is so convenient to get an alert. The alert itself gives us a hit of dopamine in anticipation before we even see what the update says. “Each time we unexpectedly hear the bell, beep, or chirp, our brains fire off a shot of dopamine….[And] intermittent reinforcement leads to the strongest, stickiest type of learning. By turning on our e-mail and text alerts in order to be more available and responsive, we have set ourselves up much like Pavlov’s dogs, which were trained to salivate in anticipation of receiving food when they heard him ring the bell.”14

How the World Profits by Distracting Us

“Be still, and know that I am God.”

PSALM 46:10

Tristan Harris is a former Google design strategist who now exposes the motivations of so many of the high-tech platforms with his TED Talks, documentaries, and organization called the Center for Humane Technology. Its website describes the problem Harris has witnessed: “Our data is exploited by an industry that extracts our attention, shapes our thoughts and behaviors, and makes us vulnerable to risks—all for profit.”15

And this distraction is doing more than entertaining us. It is shortening our attention spans. TikTok offers an endless supply of very short video clips designed to entertain those with short attention spans. Even news sites tell you how long it will take to read their articles, and the Associated Press and Reuters instruct their writers to keep stories to five hundred words or fewer. Motion picture companies, having realized the shorter attention spans of viewers, keep the average shot in a movie to under five seconds.16

Shorter attention spans can lead some people to multitask. Even though the usefulness of multitasking has been debunked, doing multiple tasks at the same time is seen as normal.17 Our brains constantly desire novelty, social connection, and excitement, and all our devices enable those propensities. When you give in and check your phone when you are in the middle of another task, your brain has to stop what it was previously working on and shift gears. Thus, the overall speed and quality of your work suffer, and research says that the more you engage in switching tasks, the more your brain will wander to look for something new.18

Researchers noted that in the beginning of the 2000s, focused attention on tasks on an electronic device was about two-and-a-half minutes, but recent repeats of that experiment show that the average has dropped to about forty-seven seconds.19 Some research has suggested that simply having your phone in the room can make it harder to focus as the buzz of a single notification can ruin concentration.20

The current reality is that all the various social media platforms, along with search platforms and marketing tactics asking you to subscribe or follow, are all warring for our attention. Every minute they can keep us on their platform, scrolling their user-provided stories or entertainment, means profit for them. We think media use is free when for no sign-up fees, we can stay connected to our friends and the world. However, as algorithms gather information about us, our preferences, and how long we stare at every image, companies then sell our information to advertisers that offer products or services that align with our preferences.21

We are selling our attention to them. We are the product being sold every time we get online.

In addition, distraction robs us of the ability to be present with others, ourselves, and the Lord, and as a result, it robs us of our souls. Perhaps it is time for a digital detox.

Surveillance Economy

We all know that the Lord is omnipresent and sees all our actions and knows our motives. While the internet is not omnipotent (all-powerful), its technology comes very close to knowing our every online action and predicting what we will do next.

From the moment we engage any tech device, the device tracks and stores all that we do (even sometimes in private mode). Every Google search we make, every online conversation we have, all our Zoom calls, emails, chats online, and scrolling are all tracked. In fact, while we scroll casually, our actions online become part of “big data”—enormous volumes of information that businesses and organizations collect and analyze. Big data includes exactly how long we look at any given picture, ad, or video and analyzes it to know what we like to watch or what we think we need. Businesses use that information to supply what ads will come into our feeds the next time we are online or even within the next few minutes.

By capturing what we do down to the second, advertisers can target those online users who show interest in the product or service they provide. When we see those four thousand to ten thousand ads per day, they are not random.22 By analyzing our preferences and how long we look and show interest in something, advertisers know more about our desires than we ourselves know. Thus, ads are aimed not at the prefrontal cortex, where we know what we want, but at the amygdala, which is more likely to trigger a subconscious, emotional response.23

Technology allows businesses to “watch” what we do, and by showing us certain ads, they can manipulate us to want things, buy things, think things, and even vote certain ways. We might wonder why we feel compelled to dress a certain way, act in a certain way, or talk a certain way. Wonder no more. In a very real way, high-tech surveillance can control what you look at and then buy, but it tells you that you are free.

So under the pretense that we are “free” to scroll and watch all we want, we actually become hostages and enslaved to the addictive habit that mesmerizes us.

How to Tell If You Might Be Addicted

One writer defined addiction as “the relentless pull to a substance or an activity that becomes so compulsive it ultimately interferes with everyday life.”24 If you don’t think you are addicted to your phone, just turn it off for twenty-four hours and see how you feel.

Medical professionals measure addiction using the signs outlined in the following list, which has been modified to address social media specifically. Anyone with two or fewer symptoms is classified as a mild case or as not addicted. If someone displays six or more signs, doctors may classify them as having a use disorder.25 Which of the following describe you?

•Using more social media than you intend

•Frequently desiring to check social media

•Experiencing relational problems because of social media

•Finding it difficult to function, work, or complete tasks because of social media

•Cutting back on activities you enjoy because of social media

•Experiencing discomfort when you’re not on social media

•Trying unsuccessfully to limit social media usage

•Experiencing a decline in physical or mental health because of social media

•Continuing to use social media despite how it negatively impacts your life

•Using social media in dangerous or unadvisable situations like while you’re driving or working

•Socializing in the real world less because of social media

•Needing more social media to get the same enjoyment from social media26

If you have taken the above checklist to heart and found you are not addicted, congratulations! You can still take steps to prevent addiction in the future.


Impact of Addiction

Stockholm Syndrome

The concept of Stockholm syndrome gets its name because of a 1973 bank robbery in Stockholm, Sweden, in which robbers held bank employees hostage. After a six-day standoff with police, many of the captives refused to testify against their captors and even raised funds to pay their attorney fees.27

You might say many experience Stockholm syndrome for the media, social media, or influencers they follow. They are proud of the fact that they are falling in line and doing whatever their chosen influencers are telling them to do. They take selfies and are proud to defend to the world those who have taken them captive. Many who have been taken captive not only thank their captors but pay them for it with money or their attention. The problem is that most who experience Stockholm syndrome will never admit it.

More Screen Time Equals More Depression

While we supposedly amuse ourselves online, a plethora of studies shows a correlation between high screen usage and the likelihood of the user to have depression. One study demonstrated that females who excessively used the internet had increased risk of depression whereas males with high levels of internet use had a higher risk for self-harm.28

One macrostudy that analyzed eighteen different research projects demonstrated that screen time, along with the sedentary lifestyle it invokes, is likely to increase the risk of depression. The researchers asserted, “Our findings support the recommendations to limit the prolonged use of electronic devices.”29

The good news is that if you have experienced depression or thoughts of self-harm due to screen time, you can do something about it. Put down your phone, turn off your computer, go outside, and move around for an hour or two a day. You may start seeing immediate changes!

Losing Our Humanity

In his book Amusing Ourselves to Death, Neil Postman described the overwhelming amount of information the average person takes in each day.30 Back before media was widespread, any information you received had to do with an urgent situation in the town you lived in, a situation you could go to and perhaps help remedy. Today, we are drowning in information overload concerning such issues as mass starvation or wars all over the world, and we don’t know what to do with it. This causes ongoing stress and anxiety that can make us feel helpless.

“This new epidemic of distraction is our civilization’s specific weakness. And its threat is not so much to our minds…. The threat is to our souls. At this rate, if the noise does not relent, we might even forget we have any,” opined Andrew Sullivan in the essay “I Used to Be a Human Being.”31

Mind Virus

The idea of a mind virus has been written about in a number of books and articles. The term itself, also referred to as a social contagion, has been used to describe “the subtle and sometimes unwitting spread of emotions or behaviors from one individual to others.”32 It could come through the news or social media, but it is repeated over and over until it has the sense that it must be real since everyone is talking about it.

In general, the term is used to describe an idea or belief that is harmful or destructive in some way, much like a biological virus can be harmful to the body. These beliefs may be small and incremental or bold and grievous.

The most harmful thing about a mind virus is that most people who have one do not realize it and cannot account for the paradox of common sense in their belief system. However, you can avoid getting a mind virus by carefully screening which thoughts you allow into your mind.
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