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In this essay I shall be examining ways in which the internet can be used as an academic tool in the study of religion. In order to do this, I will draw on personal experience and practice whilst providing examples of positive and negative practice when using web sources in academia. Before concluding, I will also explain how the use of the Internet is a useful tool in the study of Religion.
Since its invention in nineteen seventy-three it can be safe to say that in the twenty first century the internet has become an integral part of any person’s life. My it be connecting with friends through websites such as Facebook and twitter, or expanding knowledge on numerous topics, it is clear that the Internet is here to stay. A key aspect of having a tool like the internet is its accessibility by thousands to easily search topics they wish to research especially within the academic world. Where before students had to search through stacks of library books and track down every cross reference, the internet has made it simpler and quicker for students and academia to aces thousands of pages of information at the tough of a button. All they need do is type a few key words. Things such as Journals and textbooks which were previously only available through subscriptions and libraries can now be seen as readily available in the forms of e-books and e-journals. Although the subscription fees still apply, these are typically absorbed by the university board allowing its staff and students to access the viable academic work for free. The work will still have been paced through the same vetting process as that of a physically hard copy published journal. Typically, the ending of each hyperlink will give away its purpose, a hyperlink ending in .ac.uk which unabbreviated stands for academic. United Kingdom will typically be associated with an academic domain. An example of such can the Universities hyperlink which is www.UWTSD.ac.uk (1)With American sites however, the ending will be .edu. The recognition of the meaning behind hyperlinks can be extremely useful for students or academia in the study of religions as it can aid in identifying the origin of a website and provide a quick assessment of its viability. 
However, the internet can also be a hindrance when being used for academic work as. When before if a person wished for something to be published they would have to send the work to an editorial panel and publishers with many steps between the initial manuscript and, its final publishing. Today due to the internet if someone wished for a document to be published all they need do is press a bottom. Therefore it is fundamental that the person conducting the academic work research the author of the published work and assess the viability of the website before using the material in academic work. Wikipedia is an example of a website where any person can publish what they want, often the work is viable and correct. However even though there is a rigorous vetting progress with websites such as this, sometimes one slips through the net meaning the legitimacy of the article on the sight can be called in to question.
I will analyse the following website in order to show how an academic may determine the validity of a source when using the internet.(2) The site chosen belongs Tracy R Rhich which ism stated in the copy right clause stated at the bottom of the article. The need for copy right on the site itself leads me to initially believe that the website is credible. This is evaluation is strengthened by the hyperlink ending in .org which shows that the website has been produced by an organisation covering topics within Judaism from a predominantly Orthodox view point with some Reform, Liberal and Conservative aspects also. The site covers over three hundred topics ranging from he Hebrew alphabet to the in detailed studies of the Jewish festivals. As such a large corpus of information and articles is contained in the site I will only analyse one page. This will be the page covering Sukkot as I have used the page in the past and have found it to be of great use when considering the festival.
It is clear that the purpose of the source is to give the reader a basic understanding of the numerous aspects of the festival whilst providing religious textual evidence for the consumer in order to strengthen the argument and validity of the information provided.
When discussing this topic, the site only covers the practices observed by the Orthodox and Haredi Jews as written in a disclaimer at the home page of the website. It does not cover the Conservative, Reform or liberal accounts of the practice, thus leaving it somewhat one sided and possibly bias.
The reputation of this sight is regarded highly amongst some members of the Jewish faith as it can provide a quick answer to the issues facing the practitioner when they are not able to get in touch with the Rabbi. However, for academic use, the article on the website only provides a form of basic understanding which enables students to get the first aspects of information together in order to conduct work on an assignment. I have used this source before due to this very reason and found its overview of the topic to be insightful, enabling me to use aspects of it to further my research on the topic before writing.
The website itself has been copyrighted by one person who claims to be an observant Jew and not a rabbi. Therefor it brings to question the validity of the source. However, the author does state that any profit gained from the external links on the site provide is donated to Jewish charities and Hillel organisations where she gained her Jewish education. 
In comparison with other internet sources covering the topic, this site provides more in-depth information on the topics. However, when comparison is made with academic published textual writing the quality and content of what is written on the sight is mediocre and one sided when considering the vast amount of information available through published works.
When considering personal experience with using the internet as a form of research in the study of religions, it is clear that there is a pro to con relationship when used by students or a qualified academic. Therefore when considering using the internet as a research tool it is imperative that the researcher keep a clear head on the goal and ensure the validity of each source they encounter. 
Sights like Google Scholar specialise in academic publications and resources, as a result they are a beginning for many who wish would find academic publications associated with their task quickly and securely with the knowledge that in order for the work to be recognised by the sight it must be credible to the academia surrounding the topics. An additional example of a sight that conducts a vetting service before any work is published is Jstor which is a website containing thousands of scholarly articles and journals collaborating with the authors and academic libraries allowing easy and quick access to students and qualified academia.
The two above forms of using the internet for academic research within religious studies can be seen as a positive when considering the vast amount of research available online. All work published on the sights are academically sound and, referencing is made simpler as there is no jump from one source to another as is seen within many other sources of information such as Wikipedia. 
However, a negative of using the internet as a research tool is the likelihood that a web source may be taken down by the time a person will go to reference if the referencing has not been done previously. This has occurred within my own research on Native American tribes in the united states previously. In the past I have only taken the link from a source in order to do the referencing later on. However, when I returned to the sight at a later date in order to complete my referencing before submitting the assignment I as faced with a page stating that the link had expired. Aswell as the page no longer existed, according to the page the sight had been taken down as there was no longer the funding to run the page. This resulting in me needing to search for new sources a few days before I was due to present the information I had gathered. 
Since this experience I have been made aware of a website named Archive.org which archives a variety of websites, journals, news articles, books and television programmes. They do this in order to archive the important information and research seen on these multi-media platforms allowing free and easily navigated access to documents. This form of website can turn a negative in to a positive of sorts when considering using the internet as a research tool as a source when studying religions.
A second con of sorts has been argued previously by Christopher Helland who published in an online article that “religion and religion online is still applicable, but needs to develop in order to keep with the alterations that have occurred on the Internet medium.”(3) Glen Young agrees with Helland by stating that “the provision of information about religion versus the opportunity for participation in religious activity does not correlate”(4) suggesting that there is plenty of information on the topic’s needing researched however the availability to participate in the associated practices is limited. 
A final negative of using the Internet as a form of research when considering the study of religions is that it is simple for a student or academic to use the incorrect sight as it may be the first to appear on the search engine used. An example of such practice ban be seen when studying Sharia Law. When researching this topic many of the sights were against the implementation of such laws. However, when looking for a positive perspective on the topic may of the sights were owned and controlled by those who agreed with the employment of such laws in then associated countries and others. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Therefore in conclusion, when using the internet as a form of research for the study of religions it can be seen as a difficult place to navigate as a student or academic could use the incorrect websites. I can state from erosional experience that some web sources can be misleading when you have no perception of how to conduct research correctly and securely on then internet. Therefore it is key that any single person know how to successfully and accurately use the internet as a research tool. Additionally, it is arguable that use of officially published material whether journals or books are more reliable when debating academic research as they have been edited and debated on by peers and scholars in the community associated with the field of study.
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