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The Computer as God?

A high-tech replay of the Protestant Reformation

e technical people pride ourselves on being

scientific and coolly rational about our pro-

fession. But it seems to me that, in the field
of computers, we’ve just re-enacted a religious
drama: the Protestant Reformation. What’s more,
some of us have participated with the fervor of
religious fanatics!

In our technical replay of this religious drama,
the computer is God and we want this god to take
care of us. Until the late 1970’s, we performed a
fairly standard ritual to persuade the computer to
satisfy our needs. It was the business version of
“pray, pay, and obey.” We implored programmers
(priests) to intercede for us with the computer to
solve our accounting, bookkeeping, or other such
problems. When our programmer flawlessly recited a
litany of prayers (programming) in a liturgically
correct dead language (ALGOL, COBOL,
FORTRAN, etc.), when we tithed to the programmer
and to the computer’s manufacturer for the rest of

E046 Rev 1/01

our lives, and when we obeyed the 1010
commandments of the computer as we entered our
data (a mistake got us the response: Syntax error),
then sometimes the computer came through for us.

IBM played the role of the Roman Catholic
church. With its mainframe theology, it benevolently
defined god and the essential role of his one true
church. IBM set liturgical standards for praying to
god. It trained our data processing managers (local
bishops) to insure that the faithful were properly
serviced and adequately submissive. For a 10%
annual fee (indulgence), it kept god operating.

In the late 1970s a daring reformer emerged:
Steve (Martin Luther) Jobs. He staked a thesis on the
pink slip of his Volkswagen that every man should
talk directly to his own computer. He formed the
church of Apple to promote his unorthodox ideas and
to design a god that was directly approachable by
common people.

At first his thesis was dismissed as untenable
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