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Humanity is the midst of creating and living out a new paradigm
in social communication that holds tremendous ramifications for
the pastoral and evangelizing mission of the Church in the present
and future. The ushering in of the digital age several decades ago
has brought about exponential growth in the development and
application of information and communication technology (ICT)
now permeating every aspect of human life. ICT with its myriad
applications has changed the way we spend our work and leisure
time, the way we relate to our family, friends and complete strangers,
the way we shop and engage in civic responsibilities, the way we live
out our spiritual and religious life, and even the way we perceive
our place in the world. With ICT impacting so many aspects of our
personal and collective lives, it is not surprising that the new milieu
would present the Church with pastoral challenges that either did
not exist in the past or that have taken on particular characteristics
unbeknown prior to the advent of the digital age.

This paper explores the pastoral challenges presented by the prevalent
use of ICT in contemporary society and proposes possible pastoral
responses in light of the Church’s pastoral communication theology
and teachings.

Thus,the paper is divided into three main parts. The first part
examines the Reality of ICT and its effect on various dimensions
of society — social, economic, political and spiritual, etc. In the
process, major pastoral challenges specific to ICT are identified for
each dimension. The second part presents theological Reflections
to better understand ICT and its multiple implications in the light
of Catholic communication theology, especially that dealing with
pastoral communication. The third part presents suggested Responses
as well as general directions seeking to address pastoral concerns that
have been identified in the study. It is hoped that this comprehensive
inquiry by the SIGNIS Digital Desk will contribute to providing
useful information for the Desk as well as other Church institutions
and organizations that may wish to develop manuals, workshops and
pastoral plans in order to further examine and respond to pastoral
challenges arising from the contemporary digital milieu.
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Reality

Pastoral Challendes
in the Ade of ICT




Digital
Landscape

Information and communication technology development
has introduced humanity to an entity called the Internet.
After four generations of the internet, namely Web 1.0,
Web 2.0, Web 3.0, and thus far, Web 4.0, this technology
has gone from static websites with hyperlinks where users
simply leaf through virtual pages of information in the
form of one-way communication to communication
technology that is autonomous, proactive, content-
exploring, self-learning, as well as collaborative. In this
latest form, content-generating agents are effectively
assisted by machine learning and Artificial Intelligence
(AI).? Access to the internet is made possible through
various computing devices including desktops, laptops,
tablets, smartphones, and smart watches. These electronic
devices mediate not just human communication, but
enable numerous activities such as mobile banking,
telehealth services, video conferencing, and so on. More
and more people, even those living in remote parts of
the world, are able to learn and use technology in daily
activities, allowing them to enjoy the advantages it renders.

Because ICT is instantaneous, flexible, and increasingly
affordable and easy to use, anyone with access to it can
make great use of the technology not only to serve one’s
personal needs but also to influence the thinking and
behaviour of others. The following general statistics
demonstrate the increasing rate of penetration of ICT in

the global community:?

In January 2021, there were about
5.22 billion mobile phone
users in the world.
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This figure was up by 93 million (or an increase of 1.8 percent)
from January 2020 figures. The number represents 66.6 percent of
the global population.

Internet users were pegged at 4.66
billion or 59.5 percent of the global
population in 2021.

wv
4.66

x 475
w
- ’f-\\/ﬁ\/ﬁ\
= 475 4.34 T o
w NN

A A NN NN
Z 425 N T ® @
i 00 S
z 4 AQA’R e © %
2 S SR
Z 4.25 ,\,\
o (N~ =_N=
S 3 () () ° ° Q
) ENERO 2020 ENERO 2021

This marks an increase of 316 million or 7.3 percent from January 2020.

Social media users numbered 4.20 billion or 53.6
percent of the global population in 2021
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With a worldwide growth of 490 million (or 13.2 percent) from the
previous year’s figure.

On average, the world’s internet users spend 6 hours and
54 minutes online each day.

The amount of time that people spend on social media
platforms has increased to an average of 2 hours and 25
minutes each day. However, there are notable variations
across countries; for example, Japanese users merely spend
an average of 51 minutes on social media per day whereas
Filipinos average about 4 hours and 15 minutes of social
media usage per day.
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The Multiple G social
Dimensions of Dimension

The impact of ICT on the social dimension of human
I CT life has generally been accepted as positive. As part of
the development of ICT, the multiple communication
platforms (email, messaging, video conferencing,
etc.) as well as social networking sites have enabled
inter- connection transcending time and space. Apps
such as WhatsApp, FaceTime and Viber allow users to
communicate and stay connected with each other across
the globe cheaply and efficiently. Although imperfectly,
language translation tools have facilitated communication
and collaboration between people of different cultures
and linguistic groups. Platforms that have video calling
features benefit many people, especially the elderly
who are homebound and cannot easily visit their loved
ones in other cities or countries. Social media have also
helped people to reconnect with long lost friends, seek
out potential business partners, and find possible project
collaborators. The internet has also become a popular
platform for carrying out philanthropic projects and
crowd- funded charity works, and in a larger scale, can
help to promote the communal dimension of humanity
and the Gospel vision of human fraternity. Communities
that are established online also facilitate opportunities for
encounters with individuals beyond one’simmediate social
environment and foster creation of new relationships that
either remain online or could be enhanced with offline
meetings.

In spite of the numerous benefits of ICT and social
media technologies, there are also many instances where
they manifest their negative forms. The misuse of ICT
and the obsession with social media and other online
tools can bring about multiple deleterious effects to
people’s relational lives. Although ICT provides apparent
ease of getting to know other people and engaging in
conversation through digital means, the technology does
not guarantee meaningful and long- lasting friendships.
Despite numerous online interactions, a large portion
of millenials report not having a single friend as well as
constantly feeling lonely.* Part of the reason contributing
to the feeling of loneliness and friendlessness is because
online communication tends to not reflect the true
feelings of the individual, especially when ambiguous
emoticon and smiley symbols are used instead of words to
express what one really means. Moreover, because online
engagements provide people with a sense of pseudo-
anonymity, many people exhibit less restraint in their
use of language and images when communicating with
others, leading to offensive and hurtful words hurled at
one another in the online arena. Reduced direct personal
interaction in reality can lead to social “disconnect” with
superficial and contrived relationships rather than greater
connection and intimacy. In some extreme cases, people
have turned to developing relationships with digital
partners such as electronic pets and robots and other




interactive characters instead of cultivating relationships
with real people with real life situations and emotions.

In addition, research shows that online social contact
with friends and family does not serve as an effective
alternative for offline social interactions in reducing
feelings of loneliness.” In urban families, members are
increasingly confining themselves to their own rooms
because they enjoy their personal space in the company of
computing devices. Despite the fact that communicating
with others happens constantly through texting, posting
and chatting, people have become very impersonal in
using communication methods. Because people tend to
feel more at home in the world of screens, even among
family, friends, colleagues and lovers, they turn to their
phones instead of each other. Ironically, even though
people are confined more to private rooms, they are not
having as much rest as they had in the past. Smartphones
have had significant negative impact on resting time,
causing global decline in sleep quality as well as quantity.®

Despite the opportunities for interconnection with
appropriate and prudent use of ICT, the negative impacts
of ICT have also been displayed in high levels of social
mistrust due to exploitation by people and organizations
with ill intentions. Internet abuse includes information
theft and virus attacks, use of the internet by extremist
groups to spread their ideology, recruit new members and
plan terrorist attacks. Social destabilization also comes
from the in-built algorithms and other mechanisms that
lead to the creation of filter bubbles and echo chambers
that reinforce a particular worldview and ideology, thus
solidifying and exacerbating existing conditions of social
division and polarization. This is intensified by people’s
tendency to share contents that are negative about other
people and groups, thus contributing to promoting
hatred, prejudice and social disharmony.

Social interconnection facilitated by ICT, in fact, has
not reached a great portion of the global community.
Despite the internet having permeated human life, actual
global internet penetration is only at 60 percent, thus
leaving a significant portion of humanity without access
to ICT. The digital divide or the uneven distribution of
access to, use of, or impact of ICT exists in groups based
on gender, social, geographical as well as geopolitical
contexts.”

Even though the internet has great potential for
achieving an egalitarian human society, accessibility to
technology and their affordability become stumbling
blocks. In countries where gender discrimination is a
social reality, women have less access to technology. Male
dominance in the usage of ICT is evident in the fact that
in many countries, more males own smartphones than
their female counterparts. Besides gender, poverty also
limits people’s access to the internet as well as various
social services. Finally, the digital divide is also reflected in
rural and urban disparity, where city dwellers usually have
the advantage when it comes to access to ICT.

Culture
Dimension

Inventors of the internet imagined a world where people
from diverse religious, cultural, social and geographical
backgrounds, mediated by digital technology, could
interact, exchange ideas and benefit from the richness that
each brings to these cyberspace encounters. It was believed
that online interactions that transcend national and
cultural boundaries would help people assimilate what
was good in other’s cultures and enrich their existence.
This noble vision has been realized to some extent.
ICT has helped many marginalized and disadvantaged
communities to empower themselves and to make their
mark and entry into mainstream society and become
part of the global community. Communities lacking in
local educational resources can rely on what was available
in other places to supplement what they do not have.
Faraway and disadvantaged groups that do not have the
means to produce entertainment programs can access
limitless content easily through ICT. With the help of
digital communication technology, globalization has been
realized in the farthest recesses of the world like never
before. The potential for cultural exchange seems to have
no bounds.

Despite the noble aspirations of those who worked
tirelessly to develop and promote digital technology,
unfortunately, cultural exchange has been far from even
and mutual, and not always beneficial. When exposed to
each other’s cultures, it has been seen that people tend
be drawn to and assimilate the dominant flashy external
aspects of cultures that they encounter rather than the
deeply rooted and universally accepted human values.
This happens more frequently among young people who
are less perceptive about the implications of adopting
certain cultural items. Blind adoption of foreign cultural
elements can lead to the erosion of the local culture
and create social tensions within one’s own community.
These dynamics are becoming more common in light of
a worldwide media consolidation where control of media
outlets around the world are increasingly falling into
the hands of a small number of owners.® Sometimes the
adoption of a new value, outlook or lifestyle can conflict
with aspects of one’s own culture. Movies and serials that
are available online can influence dressing habits, manners
of speaking as well as ways of thinking that conflict with
local age-old traditional values.

As cultural exchange is oftentimes not mutual, the
prevalent phenomenon is what Cees Hamelink calls
“Disneyfication” whereby aspects of Western modernity
become the dominant “way of life” around the globe
and local cultures are forced to assimilate into it.” As a
result, the process of globalization hastened by ICT can
lead to the loss of local cultural identity. Because the
internet is dominated by a small number of languages,
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one must learn these languages in order to fully utilize
its capabilities. In the process of learning other languages
and being exposed to the dominant global cultures, users
will more likely expose themselves to foreign cultural
elements and will be more likely to assimilate them in a
haphazard manner, resulting in diminishment and loss of
their own local cultures.

Besides causing groups to adopt aspects of the
dominant world cultures, what has been created through
the development of ICT is a “popular internet culture”
characterized by its own language patterns, style of
communication, and even special signs and symbols that
stand for particular ideas.'” Frequent use of the internet
enables one to become acquainted with these signs and
symbols of communication, many of which have been
invented by groups of software engineers working for
various tech companies. People who use the internet are
subsequently inculcated into this internet culture and this
particular way of communicating. Whether one comes
from Africa or from Asia, using Facebook exposes him/her
to a set of emojis developed by the tech giant to represent
certain emotional state or reactions. Those emojis, usually
cartoonish in nature, are used by teenagers as much as
by older people. Cultural and generational distinctions
are erased by a set of signs and symbols employed by all
users regardless of culture, religion, gender or age. Emojis
with their cute and overly exaggerated representations of
emotions make people come across as extremely expressive
and demonstrative in their expressions of “love,” “joy”
and “sorrow;,” while in fact, by personality or by cultural
proclivities, they may not be so emotionally expressive in
real life. When people are governed by the internet culture
in their communication with one another, each person’s
special cultural characteristics may be suppressed in the
interaction, thus diminishing opportunities for mutual
exposure and learning from each other’s specific cultures.

[0F:) Relisious

Dimension

ICT provides a huge repository of spiritual and religious
content online. In all religious traditions, adherents can
avail themselves of these boundless online resources in
order to gain spiritual nourishment. Many Catholic
leaders, parishes and organizations have likewise resorted
to the internet and social media tools to reach out to
the faithful and to disseminate information across the
web. Online forums are also extensively used to discuss
issues pertaining to the Church and faith, and also used
as platforms for social outreach and spiritual counselling.
Thanks to the pervasiveness of ICT, it has become very easy
for people who live far from churches and those residing
in foreign countries to access Eucharistic celebrations as
well as spiritual talks in their own language. Some people
can even “participate” in Masses livestreamed from their
home parishes despite living on the other side of the world.
During the coronavirus pandemic, livestreamed as well

as pre-recorded religious programs were uploaded onto
the internet and viewed in an unprecedented manner.
Nevertheless, even without the pandemic, religious
materials are more abundant than ever before thanks to
ever growing religious websites and apps being created.
While the benefits of ICT to the work of the Church
are numerous, there are a number of pastoral challenges
worth highlighting. The first issue of concern is ambiguity
and confusion in regards to religious and moral authority.
Because the internet environment is such that anyone can
produce and publish religious content online, materials
published often go unexamined for errors that potentially
lead to misunderstanding of the faith within and among
religious traditions.

Oftentimes, a non-official religious blog would get
more engagement than official church websites where
sound teachings on various issues concerning faith life
could be found. When the faithful cannot distinguish
between official, authoritative teachings and opinions
or false representations, even by professed Catholic lay
or ordained individuals, they can misunderstand the
Church’s positions on any of the myriad issues taught
by the Church. Moreover, intentional or unintentional
misrepresentations of official religious teachings can also
hamper interreligious dialogue and incite or exacerbate
interreligious conflict.

As ICT has increasingly facilitated the expansion of
digital spaces into human lives, it also impacts the way
peopleidentify themselvesand relate to God and neighbour.
As a religion established upon the conviction that God
has taken on human nature through the incarnation event
— an analog occurrence so to speak — the ever increasing
human preoccupation with digital spaces and activities
presents a challenge to traditional ways of living out
our spiritual and religious lives as individuals and as a
community of disciples of Christ. During the COVID-19
pandemic, despite the benefit of having ICT as means to
maintain communication between the Church’s pastoral
leaders and the faithful through online liturgies and other
pastoral outreach functions, the rampant use of ICT in
these special circumstances presented some worrying
questions for Church leaders about how people’s attitudes
towards in-person sacramental actions carried out by the
face-to-face community might change as a result of what
took place during the crisis. There is legitimate concern
that the act of attending Mass from home necessitated
by the circumstances of the pandemic will exacerbate the
trend towards privatization of spirituality increasingly
prevalent in certain segments of the Church.

Commodification of religion is also a concern that
has arisen as a result of the widespread use of ICT for
religious purposes. With the availability of an enormous
amount of religious content (online liturgies, homilies,
Bible studies talks, theological presentations, spiritual
reflections, etc) in cyberspace, people have acquired the
habit of “shopping around” for content that suits their
tastes. With so many online Masses being livestreamed
or uploaded at any given time, there is no need to watch



the Mass from one’s parish or diocese. One can tune in
to another Mass where video quality, the aesthetics, the
lighting and sound, or the appearance and personality of
the presider appeals more to one’s own preferences. With
a pre-recorded Mass, one might choose to skip part or all
of the homily if one is not interested in what the preacher
is saying. And like a TV program, one might watch the
first half of the Mass before dinner and the other half
after dinner, or even worse, watch the Mass while having
dinner.

If social polarization exacerbated by ICT as mentioned
previously has become a reality in the digital age, this can
also be said for religious polarization. The same dynamics
that pander to personal preferences and reinforce
groupthink leading to echo chambers that intensify social
division also apply to religious matters. In the Church,
there are also “camps” that could be labelled as “liberal”
and “conservative,” and this division is especially apparent
in the online arena where criticisms of people holding
the opposing point of view are often expressed with
licele hesitation. One needs to only read the comments
below certain news stories published by online Catholic
sites to witness the existence of this internal polarization.
Moreover, as people of respective viewpoints prefer to
access content and hear opinions reflecting their own
outlook, over time, this process leads to creating or
deepening existing chasms within the Church.

Finally, over preoccupation with ICT gadgets and
online content can eat up a great chunk of people’s time
that could be reserved for spiritual activities such as reading
the Scripture, praying the Rosary, or silent reflection and
contemplation. Spiritual development depends greatly
on one’s ability to be able to set aside personal time with
God, to remain in prayerful solitude in order to feel God’s
presence. With ICT permeating our lives, many people
have changed their personal piety, replacing praying
the Rosary with hitting the “Like” button on religious
content appearing on their Facebook wall, or replacing
silent prayer with constant scrolling through a religious
page, replacing reading the Scriptures with simply posting
religious videos or images on their personal profile. Many
people check-in at churches or livestream themselves
attending Mass, and are more concerned about how many
people are watching their livestream than what is going
on in the liturgy. During solemn rituals such as Marian
processions, many people are more interested in taking
photos and videos to share to their social media page
than to participate in the songs, prayers and the liturgical
actions of the event. What we have come to see is a sort
of superficial online religious piety that does not always
translate into deep and meaningful spiritual growth and
self- transformation.

74 Political
Dimension

ICT developmenthas greatly altered the political dynamics
in countries around the world, especially in its ability to
promote greater political knowledge and participation
among the people. In the contemporary world, ICT has
become indispensable in political life. Political parties
resort to the internet to disseminate party ideologies and
election manifestos. Many politicians, even in totalitarian
countries, have social media accounts in order to connect
with the masses. Similarly, many people access websites,
blogs, and social media accounts of political leaders and
organizations to bring to their attention various concerns
and issues. Easy access to political information has enabled
people to be more aware of political scenarios both locally
and globally. When the military in Myanmar executed
the coup detat in February 2021, Burmese people
immediately took to social media to protest the takeover
and to reach out to the world for support in their fight for
democracy. Around the world, social media savvy youth
are organizing online to carry out their civic responsibilities
and demand changes to traditional ways of exercising
power by the authority. Blogs and discussion forums give
people a platform to openly raise their views while Twitter
hashtags help promote causes and galvanize the public
into action. Therefore, in general, it can be concluded
that ICT helps to facilitate greater public participation
in politics, which is no longer simply reserved for the
educated elite. Within ICT, social media has emerged as
significant means of communication between members
of the local and national leadership and the people. At
the same time, citizens are more empowered to transform
themselves into civic leaders who can make use of digital
platforms in order to promote dialogue and call for action
on public issues relevant to their community."!

Nonetheless, challenges related to ICT and politics
are manifold, as can be seen and felt in the enormously
divisive state of national and global politics in recent
years. The political divisiveness witnessed around the
world, particularly in countries such as the United States,
Great Britain and Brazil has been partially blamed on
social media, which has been deployed to implement false
information campaigns to influence public opinion. One
of the characteristic elements of ICT-enabled media (new
media) is the richness of choices it offers. Such richness,
however, can result in information overload.'? Social
media used for information and news consumption is a
double-edged sword. On the one hand, it offers low cost,
easy access to, and rapid dissemination of information. On
the other hand, it allows the quick and wide-scale spread
of false information in the forms of misinformation,
disinformation and mal-information by bad actors who
aim to achieve political gains. The extensive spread of fake
news has been shown to exert extremely negative impacts
on individuals and society."

In the digital age, social media has become an arsenal
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for spreading fake news and other false information. The
problem with the deadly combination of social media and
fake news is that it takes the form of a rumor spreading
like a wildfire, transcending cultures, languages, national
as well as religious boundaries. In Book IV of the Aeneid,
the Latin poet Virgil refers to rumor as the “swiftest of all
evils,” going further to give an intuitive characterization of
its spread. Virgil writes, “Speed lends her strength, and she
finds vigor as she goes.”'* Indeed, social media and fake
news can as much get an innocent person lynched by a
mob as a political opponent destroyed by false accusations.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, fake news was rampant
and could be said to contribute to exacerbating the crisis in
many countries. False information created an “infodemic”
where excessive amount of information, especially fake
news, presented enormous obstacles to getting to the root
of the problem, and instead hampered an effective public
health response and created confusion and distrust among

people.”®

The rampant presence of false information is a particular

feature of what has come to be described as post-truth
politics. In a post-truth world, truth and facts often are
secondary to feelings and the sense of “truthiness” — what
feels true or what one wishes to be true. Thus, information
production and dissemination is primarily aimed to
convince the receiver to believe in a particular point of
view regardless whether such outlook is based on facts
or not. Unfortunately, the directions of development in
modern ICT has facilitated the rise of post-truth politics
on a global scale.
ICT has turned the global culture into an information
culture. Unfortunately, this information culture has
oftentimes been driven by political interests. As a result,
ICT, especially in the form of social media, serves as tools
employed by individuals and institutions for propaganda
creation and dissemination, false image building,
fact hiding, truth suppression, and public opinion
manipulation. When information production is driven
by political agendas, there naturally arises issues of power,
economic gains and other personal and group interests. It
is no wonder that until now, the reality of climate change
remains an issue of contention. And during the pandemic,
vaccination hesitancy was a problem in countries that had
the means, while in other countries, the crisis continued
to exert great tolls on the population due to lack of
available vaccines to the general public. It was also the
reason why in some countries, people could never arrive
at a consensus on the simple act of wearing a mask or
a protective covering as a preventative measure against
coronavirus infection.

(058 Economic
Dimension

The adoption of ICT has had tremendous impact on
the economy, especially with the increase in industrial
productivity and efficiency. Although there are legitimate
fears of computers taking away jobs, especially those

involving manual labour which would affect low skilled
workers, the fact is at the same time that ICT makes some
jobs obsolete due to automation or robotization, it also
provides new vistas of job opportunities. Nowadays, jobs
include web development, IT network administration,
programming, project management, and system testing,
to name a few. ICT skills are sought after across the globe
and the demand is ever increasing. These jobs often provide
the flexibility of doing it anywhere, and at any time. The
development of robotics and artificial intelligence and
their application in such sectors as medicine, transport,
manufacturing and agriculture holds many implications
for the global economy. Likewise, their application in
the development of weapons also holds tremendous
ramifications not only for the global economy but also
for world peace.

Although ICT has been instrumental in economic
development around the world, in reality, the benefit has
not been evenly spread out among the nations and peoples.
Despite opportunities created by technological progress,
global inequality is on the upward trend. Oxfam reports
that in 2018, the 26 richest people in the world owned
as much as 50 percent of the bottom half in the world.
Between 2017 and 2018, the world saw a new billionaire
every two days. Nonetheless, nearly half of humanity was
surviving on less than 5.50 USD a day.'® There is concern
that technological progress, instead of mitigating this
inequality, ends up exacerbating it even more because
most of the wealth and power is concentrated in global
tech or technology related giants such as Microsoft,
Apple, Tencent, and Amazon. Development of Al and
automation will result in enormous profits for these firms
while regular people manage to only get a minute share
of the benefits. There is also concern that tech giants may
develop Al to only address global problems in a selective
manner so as not to impinge on their profit margins. If
this were the case, the problem of economic inequality
plaguing the world would never get resolved."”

In addition to economic inequality, access to
technological gadgets is also unequal. In poor countries,
access to ICT is limited as many ICT gadgets are expensive
and people cannot afford them financially. The people in
countries with low internet penetration lag behind in
development and cannot access the benefits of online
services. On the other hand, people living in countries
where ICT is highly developed suffer from a consumerist
mentality where one is always looking to upgrade with
the newest and most fancy gadget available on the
market. Many people hover over the thin line between
being gadget conscious and gadget obsessed. Although
in the modern world, people often depend on electronic
devices to help them navigate both the physical and the
digital environment, the craving for the new and latest
gadgets, many of which are very expensive, demonstrate
an unhealthy consumerist and technocentric mentality.
Indeed, most models of e-commerce inherently encourage
over-consumption. In order to generate large sale volumes,
sellers must keep the prices of goods at a competitive
level. Unfortunately, this leads to people buying things



simply because they are affordable, which contributes to
consumerism and environmental exploitation.

With the widespread use of ICT by billions of people
globally, the users themselves have become commodities.
In the age of Google search and social media, people are
forced to make Faustian bargains in order to be able to use
free and convenient services provided by a few powerful
organizations. However, supposedly free email services,
video chat apps, social network platforms, etc. come at
a price. For every move that we make on the internet —
clicking on a webpage, liking a Facebook status, posting a
comment on a YouTube video, checking in at a restaurant,
browsing a book on Amazon — information about us is
being noted by computer algorithms, which based on all
the collected data about us, will provide us with product
advertisements and content that try to appeal to our
interests and tastes. The collection and sale of extensive
data on consumers for business purposes is an ethical
problem because businesses commonly use these data to
devise strategies in order to influence consumer behaviour.

[[:} Human

Developmental
Dimension

The development of ICT has allowed for access to
knowledge in exponential degrees. The opportunity for
learning has also been facilitated by platforms such as
search engines, social networks and apps where the act of
learning and knowledge sharing can take place. Online
learning and webinars were especially ubiquitous during
the COVID-19 pandemic in which people were prevented
from physically gathering to hold classes and conferences.
Zoom and Google Meet became popular platforms for
this purpose and were used by millions around the world
on a daily basis. In addition, E-learning is expected to
become more widespread as ICT technology in this area
continues to advance. With E-learning, students can
learn by watching videos, reading e- books, joining in
online discussion groups, bulletin boards and blogs. With
platforms like Google Meet and Zoom, students can
ask and receive answers from their teachers in real-time.
Online learning platforms such as Coursera and Udemy
allow students to pursue courses offered by premier
universities across the globe. Going further, ICT helps
in active and interactive learning using smart learning
environments. In theory, the development of ICT presents
limitless opportunities for self-advancement.

Despite theabundantopportunity for self-improvement
with ICT, there are also many challenges to integral
human development as a result of technological progress.
Nowadays, the pastime activity of reading a book has been
replaced by skimming and scrolling online content. The
ability for absorption and retention has also decreased.
People depend heavily on computer systems for spellings
and grammar, vocabulary, collocations, etc. Knowledge

often becomes something that resides in electronic
devices and systems outside people’s minds. There is less
dependence on one’s own memory and the ability to
synthesize information in order to present a logical idea.
Moreover, because of the overabundance of information,
in order to catch people’s attention, ICT content tends
to come in small packages with sensational images and
headings. This caters to the need for quick viewing and
supports the habit of skimming. The consequence of this
behaviour is a lack of critical reflection and discernment,
leading to a superficial and simplistic understanding of
various matters under consideration. Research shows
that even the thinking process and reflex systems have
changed from a linear to a random fashion (similar to
the movement from magnetic tape to memory chip).
People automatically choose random actions — switching
attention rapidly from one task to another, shuffling from
one activity to another, while vainly claiming to be multi-
tasking, being busy but often fails to be productive. A life
comprised of series of random actions and choices cannot
have depth and becomes an obstacle in living one’s life to
its fullness.

Part of integral human development entails forming
an authentic self with a well-rounded personality.
Nonetheless, the prevalent use of ICT by young people
has led many to derive a significant part of their sense
of identity and self-worth from their interactions online.
Because online social approval is a determining factor in
many young people’s level of self- esteem, not getting the
desired number of followers and likes on social media
could be devastating, and in some cases, deadly for them.
DPeer acceptance has always been an important matter in
the lives of young people; however, ICT and the world of
social media has amplified this issue because comparisons
and competition in popularity can be easily quantified by
a few simple metrics. In order to outdo the competition,
many young people resort to livestreaming outrageous acts,
posting inappropriate photos and videos of themselves,
and spend voluminous amounts of time taking and
editing selfies that might get them the desired number of
likes. For many, the acts of eating a particular food, going
to a particular place, or meeting a particular person no
longer are activities to serve their social and physical need,
but are carefully planned and thought-out acts meant for
their next social media post. Instead of posting things that
one has experienced as a way of sharing with others, many
young people conjure up experiences in order to share —
the depth of which only goes as far as what is needed for
an interesting social media post.

Integral developmentisalso hampered when theinternet
is used to engage in physically, mentally and spiritually
destructive activities. Spending an excessive amount of
time on the internet to play online games, watch video
clips, and aimlessly scroll through social media pages can
lead to social withdrawal, self-neglect, poor diet, as well as
family problems.'® For adults, excessive use of the internet
can result in job loss and marital breakdown. Other
problems associated with uncontrolled use of the internet
include depression, irregular sleep patterns, and poor
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physical health. For many people, a large portion of the
time spent on the internet involves viewing pornographic
content. Today, around 30 percent of all data transferred
across the web are pornographic in nature with monthly
bandwidth easily exceeding that of Netflix, Amazon and
Twitter combined." Setting aside the spiritual and moral
implications of producing and consuming pornography,
the act of searching for and viewing porn often involves
high levels of dishonesty and secrecy; those who are caught
up in it often report feeling isolated, ashamed, depressed,
phony, morally compromised, and in some cases, suicidal.
Unfortunately, people addicted to internet porn often
find themselves trapped in this world due to its proximity
and great available quantity.

[BIA Ecological
Dimension

There is no doubt that technological development,
especially since the Industrial Revolution, has contributed
greatly to the escalating ecological crisis threatening
to undo any progress that humanity has achieved up
until now. Today, the ecological crisis which has been
determined to be anthropogenic in origin, is manifesting
in multiple ways including changing weather patterns,
global warming, natural disasters, and loss of biodiversity.
In the digital age, human life is increasingly preoccupied
with digital technology as reflected in the multiple gadgets
that we own—mobile phones, tablets, notebooks, smart
TVs, game consoles, fitness trackers, smart watches,
and so on. Statistics also show that a significant portion
of our waking hours is spent in cyberspace, oftentimes
multi-tasking using our gadgets. While technological
development and its misuse has been instrumental in
creating the ecological crisis, technologists hope that digital
technology can help rectify the problem by promoting
environmental sustainability and conservation. With the
help of artificial intelligence, it is hoped that technology
will guide the optimum use of resources as well as the
reduction of energy wastage, thus reversing the trends
toward ecological catastrophe.

It is uncertain how much technology can help in
addressing the ecological crisis, especially when human
life seems to be increasingly removed from nature, and our
relationship with nature is often mediated by technology.
The internet is full of nature related content such as “nature
cams” and countless photos, documentaries and random
clips of spectacular natural scenes and events to thrill the
viewer but provide little narrative coherency in terms of
communicating about the true state of the crisis. In reality,
people’s everyday lives are increasingly removed from
contact with real nature. It is not surprising that nowadays,
when referring to the “environment,” one has to modify
the term with the word “natural” in order to differentiate
it from other types of environments that we are familiar
with—work environment, internet environment, and so
on. The British writer and environmental activist George
Monbiot calls this phenomenon the human “estrangement

from the ecosystem” in which there is a “gradual loss of
meaningful involvement” with nature, which represents
not only the source of life sustenance but also challenges
that must be overcome.® In the past, children around
the world amused themselves by playing in the field and
streams, racing with horses made from tree branches.
Now, children are more likely to get their adrenaline rush
by racing cars on a tablet or a smartphone. In the past,
people arranged their work and sleep schedules basically
in accordance with the natural cycle of day. However,
with digital technology presenting distractions such as
on-demand entertainment programs, online video games,
and social networks that allow continuous connection
with people across various time zones, the natural body
rhythms for work and rest that have evolved over millions
of years seem to have been altered considerably.?!

An excessively technocentric lifestyle represents
a pastoral challenge to promoting integral human
development that enables people to live out their three-
fold relationships with God, fellow human beings and
with creation in a healthy and wholesome manner. The
result of over- preoccupation with the digital space is the
neglect of the natural ecology, and creation which Pope
Francis calls our “Common Home”. Unless there is a
balance in the way human maintains these relationships,
ecological devastation will continue to take place at the
detriment of not only creation but of humanity itself.



N

‘ Ak
“SIGNS
F THE

TIME

The opportunities and pastoral challenges in the
contemporary digital milieu represent the signs of the times
that the Church has the duty to investigate and interpret
in the light of the Gospel, as the Pastoral Constitution
on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes,

asserts:>?

Indeed, it is not enough to scrutinize the signs using
scientific methods and social theories, bur also with the
inspiration and guidance of the Holy Spirit in order to seek
out the path that leads humanity to its supreme destiny.”
Thus, investing the time and effort in critical reflection on the
signs of the times is imperative to making a proper response
to the pastoral challenges that present themselves in these fast
changing times.

In this part of the paper, many signs pertaining to
technological development, in general, and propagation
of ICT, in particular, have been identified that need
discernment by the Church. These signs of the times must
be examined for the ability of lead humanity to life and
truth rather than lies and falsehood. The unprecedented
production and dissemination of false information in
the age of ICT, observes Pope Francis, contaminates
our interior life because they contain deception.?® These
frauds appeal to the insatiable greed so easily aroused in
human beings,”> and work to humiliate our identity as
God’s creatures; thus we must urgently defend ourselves
from such defilement.

The Church has always had the duty of scrutinizing
the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the
light of the Gospel. Thus, in language intelligible to each
generation, she can respond to the perennial questions
which men ask about this present life and the life to come,
and about the relationship of the one to the other. We
must therefore recognize and understand the world in
which we live, its explanations, its longings, and its often
dramatic characteristics.

Signs also need to be scrutinized to determine their
ability to promote integral human development. The
document “Ethics in Internet” released by the Pontifical
Council for Social Communications in 2002 invites
all to be aware of the negative impacts of the use of the
internet. Indeed, Pope John Paul II expressed that “the
Church cannot be a mere spectator of the social results of
technological advances, which have such decisive effects on
people’s lives.”?® The problems and opportunities created
by new technology, which are enhanced by globalization,
deregulation and privatization of media, present new
ethical and spiritual challenges particularly to those who
work in social communication. These challenges will be
met effectively by those who are committed to serve “the
human person, building up a community grounded in
solidarity, justice and love, and speaking the truth about
human life and its final fulfillment in God.”” Thus, the
document “Ethics in Internet” reaffirms the principle
stated in the previously released document, “Ethics in
Communications,” that “The human person and the
human community are the end and measure of the use
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of the media of social communication; communication
should be by persons to persons for the integral
development of persons.”

Signs must be critically examined for their ability to sow
the seeds of conflict instead of unity, misunderstanding
instead of reconciliation, and hatred instead of charity.
Situations such as the digital divide and economic and
social inequality are contrary to the value of solidarity
essential to human individual and collective advancement.

As the document Populorum Progressio affirms,
«There can be no progress toward complete development
of human beings without the simultaneous development
of all humanity in the spirit of solidarity.”® The Church
recognizes solidarity as a moral virtue and social principle
that aims to promote essential human dignity. Thus, it
is imperative that the Church calls out aspects of ICT
development, propagation and usage that betray the spirit
of solidarity and impede the advancement of the poor and
the marginalized due to lack of access and opportunities.

Signs must be examined for their ability to assist in the
proper formation of the younger generation. This process
can be severely obfuscated when adults use ICT for youth
formation in an ill-advised manner, or give children
too much freedom in using various digital gadgets. As
a result, many become immersed in the world of social
media, online games, internet pornography, cybersex, and
cyberbullying either as perpetrator or victim. Exposure
to various communication content can be beneficial to
children’s mental and spiritual development if properly
guided and controlled. Lack of vigilance by parents,
teachers and social communication practitioners
in this regard can be extremely deleterious to the
formation of young people.

Signs regarding technological development
must be discerned for their impact on the
natural ecology. As the product of a God given
human creativity, technology can be a useful
tool for human development and the common
good. However, when they are misused, they
can generate significant environmental, social,
economic and political problems. In the
encyclical Laudato Si, Pope Francis observes
that “new paradigms and forms of power derived
from technology” have contributed to social
inequality and the modern day environmental
dilemma.*® Indeed, technology can be utilized to
address a particular human need, but ends up creating
an entirely new set of problems. As Pope Francis states,
“Technology, which, linked to business interests, is
presented as the only way of solving these problems, in
fact proves incapable of seeing the mysterious network
of relations between things and so sometimes solves one
problem only to create others.”!

The imprudent use of technology is part of the
technocratic paradigm widely being employed for
social and economic development with great negative
consequences to human and natural ecology. Pope
Francis characterizes the technocratic paradigm as an

“undifferentiated and one-dimensional paradigm” that
aims for “indefinite or infinite growth” by mastering,
possessing, controlling, manipulating and transforming
others. “It is based on the lie that there is an infinite
supply of the earth’s goods, and this leads to the planet
being squeezed dry beyond every limit.”®® Pope Francis
insists that there must be a new outlook, a new approach
towards life, education, and policy making, and new
spirituality in order to counter the increasing domination
of the technocratic paradigm. What is needed is not a
technocratic approach towards solving the environmental
problem but one that supports an “integral ecology and
full development of humanity.”** An integral ecology that
takes into account authentic human development and
the common good ultimately affects the well-being of
the natural ecology. Indeed, how our “common home”
is cared for depends greatly on how humanity in all its
economic, social, political, and spiritual dimensions is
developed. When there is an imbalance in the “human
ecology,” destruction and exploitation of the natural
environment can be expected.?
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0J8 A New
Digital Culture

The digital milieu with its multiple dimensions
presented in the previous section demonstrates that
just as there are abundant opportunities created
by the development and propagation of modern
information and communication technology (ICT),
there are equally many challenges brought to society
and the Church. On its part, the Church has always
exhibited a great sensitivity to the happenings taking
place in the world, taking into careful account the
positive as well as the negative impacts on the well-
being of humanity in the “new culture” of modern
communication technology.

Scholars have discussed two primary schools
of thought related to an emerging new culture of
the digital milieu. The first notion argues that the
existing culture might be recreated in digital forms
as more life experiences connect with digital spaces.
The second school of thought contends that the
dominant digital culture emerging is a separate
culture unto itself.** As digital platforms become
more conspicuous in society, it seems likely that
the second school of thought, which advocates the
idea of a new digital culture, might dominate our
communication culture going forward.

The digital age, having its own culture and
language, ushers into humankind new and different
ways of communicating. Such new modes of
communicating have inspired new ways of thinking,
behaving and relating and all this in turn leads to a
range of positive and negative outcomes. ICT, once
a tool for communication, has now become a new
territory, a “global village” which has its own set of
values and cultural elements that pervade the lives of
every modern man and woman and affect the image
of the self. As populations become present in social
networks, social currencies of Likes, Comments,
Shares, and others tend to define one’s sense of
identity. The more following one has, the higher the
social stature. The more rich and posh-looking one’s

Digital
Landscape

social networking profile is, the better the perception
of one’s identity. This encourages individualism,
heavily focusing one’s priorities and decisions on the
“Me” — what satisfies me, what makes me happy,
what makes me comfortable. This new culture also
highly favors the fast, easy, and comfortable. While
processes are streamlined and productivity improved,
such a mentality deeply conditions the mind to aim
for instant gratification. The faster the connection,
transaction and result, the better. The rise of
commercial sites and mobile applications that attend
to this need for immediate satisfaction are examples.
Anyone can now receive the object of his or her needs
through sites or apps that will quickly procure such
for them.

Social networks also help defy space and time,
providing communication tools that reach different
people at highly efficient rates. Unfortunately, these
benefits come with a price. Impatience, loss of focus,
as well as difficulty in building true relationships, are
only some of its negative outcomes. As relationships
form virtually or online, face-to-face conversations
seemingly become hard work for people. Further, the
cultures driven by ICT go beyond communication.
Extending up to political, economic and cultural
aspects of living, the “global village” turns into an
organism that truly breathes and lives. Pope John
Paul II has acknowledged the undeniable emergence
of “new cultures” created by digital communication
in his Encyclical Redemproris Missio (1990). The
document recommends that evangelization or the
Christian message has to be integrated “into the
‘New Culture’ created by modern communication.””
The Pope states that “new ways of communicating,
with new languages, new techniques, and a new
psychology,”® mark the novel communication
situation affecting aspects of contemporary human

life.




Ol. Concept of
Communication

In order to understand this new culture of communication
and to effectively discern the signs of the times, it is imperative
that we delve into the Church’s theology on communication.
The theological concept of communication, ICT included,
grounds on the fundamental concept of Christian Theology
that is the Trinitarian God — Father, Son and the Holy
Spirit. In expounding on the notion of the Trinitarian God
as the basis of communication theology, German theologian
Gisbert Greshake states, “Communication is from its origin
a decisive theological idea which grounds in the Christian
revelation, which addresses the centres of the Christian
perception of God and of the World.”® Greshake goes on
to explain the expression “communication” in the common
use of the word, and also in philosophical perspective. The
common use of communication, according to Greshake, is
derived from the root word mun, which means something
like that of a threshold or circumscription. This root
meaning can be applied to a common room or place for
living where everyone depends on everyone else.

The philosophical perspective is based on the Latin
word munus, which means gift. The expression of
communication then refers to the one who communicates
as in service to others and passes on to them a gift through
which both come into communion. These root words imply
that communication is a process of mutual giving which
ultimately results in “communion.” Greshake argues that
this concept builds on the foundation of the “Trinitarian
God who enters into the world and communicates Himself
to human beings in Jesus Christ and in the Power of the
Holy Spirit.”* In this sense, what God communicates is not
something but God’s very Self. Jesus Christ who had a direct

encounter with human beings, is the self-communication of

God. The Divine self- communication, however, happens
primarily in the Trinity. Thus, God’s self-communication is
the basis for a special communication theology.

Theologdical Foundation for
Pastoral Communication
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Elements of

Communication
Theology

Bernard J. F. Lonergan asserts that communication is a theological
concern.*! In line with this understanding, Karl Rahner talks about
the concept of God’s self-communication in his consideration of
theology. According to Rahner, God communicates Godself as a
person being gift and giver at the same time as the personification
of love (Deus Caritas Est, 1 Jn. 4:8). This concept has been further
developed by Avery Dulles in which he infers that theology is at
every point concerned with the realities of communication. Dulles
calls Christianity a religion of communication, for God in God’s
inmost essence is a mystery of self-communication.** This mystery
of God’s self-communication is comprised of various elements,
particularly, the Trinity, Revelation and Incarnation.

Firstly, Trinity. The Christian understanding of God’s self-
communication is based on God’s character as a God who relates
and communicates with God’s creatures. Greshake
articulates this concept as follows: “God is the
one who is not a static, lonely nomadic.
Rather, God is in himself plural: Life,
Love and Communio.” Within this
circle of relationship, the Father sends his
Son and his Holy Spirit, who themselves
possess the same Divine nature. Through this
moment, Franz-Josef Eilers notes, “The Father
‘speaks’ the Son and in so doing He generates
and communicates everything He is and
He has,” and in turn, the “Son calls the
Father and gives Himself in totality
with perfect obedience.”* In the same
line of understanding, Carlo Martini
writes, “The intimate life of God as far as
we can comprehend is a profound and ongoing
inexhaustible communication between the
Divine persons.”® There is an ongoing
perpetual dialogue between the three divine
persons.

Secondly, Revelation. The entire Scripture
speaks about God as a communicating God — a God
who communicates with God’s creatures. The Old Testament
shows the inner Trinitarian self- communication of God involved
in God’s dialogue with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. This
communicative action of God is also echoed in the New Testament.
The theme surrounding the Pentecost event, the coming of the
Holy Spirit ( Acts 2:1-47.) is considered as God communicating
yet again with human beings. The communicative occurrence of
Pentecost is derived naturally from the Trinitarian communion of
love. That is, the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit are unified in
the circumference of Divine communication. The quintessence of
God, as pointed out by Martini, in fact, is both “communion and
communication.”#

The Pentecost event, therefore, signifies a precious moment of
God’s outpouring of the Holy Spirit which gives people a profound
communicative ability. It was also a moment through which
God re-initiated and restored the divine-human relationship,
marked by the gratuitous outpouring of the same Holy Spirit.

Incarnation
\ I/

On the day of Pentecost, the Spirit filled each of the disciples
with the gift of speaking in tongues. It gave them the ability to
be understood in different languages spoken by people all over
the world. Pentecost, in this context, would be nothing but
communication, and the main mission of the Church, therefore,
is to communicate the Message in the here and now of every time.
God’s intervention through the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at
Pentecost characterizes the Church which has been established by
God’s own self and that the Spirit, who commanded the disciples,
enables the Church to communicate and bear witness to the
Gospel until the end of time. The gift of God’s Spirit would give
the Church of the contemporary age a new heart, a new language,
and a new ability to communicate. Such is the fulfilment of God’s
enduring presence in our midst through the Church’s life and
proclamation of the Gospel.

Finally, Incarnation. The Biblical underpinning of the
Christian communication is the Trinitarian Communication.
The Trinitarian communion shows an ongoing-permanent
communication between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The
Father communicates constantly to the Son and the Son, in total

obedience, communicates everything of what He has heard
from His Father to the world. The Logos (Son)
communicated perfectly and successfully the
message of the Father to the world and the
people; and therefore, Jesus is known as the
Perfect Communicator of God.

Jesus’ fundamental mission on earth was to
reveal the face of the Father, in other words, to
reveal to humanity God’s love for the world.
The author of the fourth Gospel affirms the
biblical foundation of Jesus as the sole revealer
of the Father, stating: “No one has ever seen
God. The only Son, God, who is the Father’s
side, has revealed Him” (John 1:18). The source
of Jesus’ love for humanity comes from the Father’s
love through the Trinitarian relationship.
The love of the Father thus becomes flesh
in the Incarnation of the Son. The Father,
who is love, sends the Word, a Word which
communicates the love and the very self of
God. As the sole revealer of the Father, Jesus
does not simply communicate the concepts or ideas

and instructions to His listeners. Jesus' communication
indeed, as described eloquently by the Pastoral Instruction
Communio et Progressio, is “more than the expression of ideas
and the indication of emotion. At its most profound level, it is the

giving of self in love.”"

How did Jesus, as the perfect revealer of the Father, communicate
this “giving of self in love” in His mission? The Gospel of Mark
shows us the spiritual life of Jesus, in and through which, He
revealed the love of the Father. “Rising very early before dawn,
He left and went off to a deserted place, where He prayed” (Mk.
1:35). Other Gospel accounts relate that Jesus would solemnly
pray before making important decisions in His life. This way
of prayerful communication with the Father was taught to his
disciples by Jesus as well (Mt. 6:9-15). In His profoundest belief,
Jesus, through constant prayer, received the Love of the Father
and thus received the spiritual nourishment for His mission to
communicate the Good News to the people.



[of} Pastoral and
Evandelizing
Communication

The concept of communication theology in
its comprehensive understanding closely
corresponds with other sciences,

and with the members of the Church. In a broad sense, it
refers to all activities of the Church and her members.’!

Evangelizing communication, on the other hand,
is communication ad extra aimed at those outside the
Church, especially those who have not been baptized or
who have notknown Christyet. The Church exists not only
for the community of believers, but is also sent to share

and proclaim the Good News to all the world.
Thus, the way the Church carries out her

including social communication.
This does not necessarily mean
that in discussions about
communication  theology,
which also covers social
communication, the topic
only covers communication
media. The concept of
communication  theology,
Franz- Josef Eilers says, “does
not start with the media or
technical means but rather
with the center of theology, with

God Himself. Communication does
become the eye through which the whole
of theology is seen because the Christian

God is a communicating God.”® The implication of
this concept is that communication is brought into the
center of theology, becoming a theological principle.
Here, God is taken seriously as a communicating God
and both Divine revelation and salvation are considered
as communicative happenings. A logical inference within
this understanding is that “communication theology
considers the whole of theology under the perspective of

communication.”®

Two approaches of communication theology, to
expound the concept on a more practical level, are known
as pastoral and evangelizing communication. Pastoral
communication is the communication ad
intra for the Christian community and
the Church. The understanding of
pastoral communication is part of
pastoral theology which refers to
the application of theology to
the lives of people and society
as seen and manifested in
the preaching, catechetical,
Biblical as well as theliturgical
apostolates of the Church.
The concept of pastoral
communication, in  fact,
derives from the word “pastor”
or the shepherd himself who
shares with and relates to his flock
using different methods, means and
contents in his communication. Within
this framework, “pastoral communication is
communicating for pastoral care, shepherding, building
up, maintaining and deepening of faith.” In a strict
sense, pastoral communication is communication for

mission with the people outside or at
the margins of the Church reflects
the endeavor to communicate the
Kingdom of God beyond the
narrow Church boundaries. Its
fundamental concept lies on the
“Kerygmatic, proclaiming or
missionary communication,””
in which dialogue is seen as
an essential part. Dialogue,
in the light of evangelizing
communication, is “the norm
and necessary manner of every
form of Christian mission, as well of
every aspect of it, whether one speaks
of simple presence and witness, service,
or direct proclamation. Any sense of mission not
permeated by such dialogical spirit would go against the
demands of true humanity and against the teaching of the
Gospel.” The landmark document Nostra Aetate affirms
the importance of dialogue with other religions as a way
of evangelizing communication.

This document provides a sense of prophetic imperative
for Catholics to promote the spiritual values seen in other
religious traditions such as Judaism, Islam, Hinduism
and Buddhism. It also inspires a humbler, yet creative
way to speak with integrity of what God has revealed to
human beings. Although Nostra Aetate does not ignore

the substantial differences between Catholicism

and other faiths, the documents

attempts to the importance

of dialogue with give proper

attention to the characteristics

that the various religious
traditions have in common.
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Theologdical
Implications

Disposition

The Church’s disposition towards technological advances
will have significant impact on how digital technology is
viewed and employed by Church leaders and members
of all levels. In this regard, the numerous references
that have come out of various documents, speeches and
homilies by the last three Popes have fundamentally been
positive towards digital technology, notwithstanding
the warnings of very real areas of darkness presented
by technological advancement. The discussions in the
previous section make clear that these warnings are not
alarmist and overreaction. As early as the new millennium,
Pope John Paul II was already adopting a realistic view
of the Internet. In the Message for the 36th World
Communications Day, the Holy Father wrote of the
Internet: “The Church approaches this new medium
with realism and confidence. Like other communications
media, it is a means, not an end in itself. The Internet can
offer magnificent opportunities for evangelization if used
with competence and a clear awareness of its strengths
and weaknesses.””* Pope Benedict XVI also took a similar
outlook on digital technology as reflected in his Message
for the 45th World Communications Day almost a decade
later: “As with every other fruit of human ingenuity, the
new communications technologies must be placed at the
service of the integral good of the individual and of the
whole of humanity. If used wisely, they can contribute
to the satisfaction of the desire for meaning, truth and
unity which remain the most profound aspirations of each

human being.”

[F) Embracing the
human person

In the digital age, our pastoral challenges may have taken
on new forms and dimensions, but the priority remains
the same: the human person. The Holy Fathers with the
utmost concern for the well-being of humanity, have gone
to great lengths to warn of the great risks posed to society
by the abuse, misuse and unwitting use of new media. Pope
John Paul II emphasized that ICT development should
concentrate more on persons than the hard-software
component of communication means. The Church must
safeguard human’s identity, and consequently, human’s
freedom, rights and responsibilities.®? He also called for
particular attention to the protection of children as the

In his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium
(The Joy of the Gospel), Pope Francis highlights the
importance of having the proper disposition by anyone
who engages in the mission of evangelization in the
digital era.”® For Pope Francis, carrying out evangelizing
and pastoral communication in the digital milieu does
not depend on the instruments of communication so
much as the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The principal
understanding of the entire pastoral communication of
the Church is essentially the work of the Holy Spirit; in
light of this, evangelization is a work of collaboration with
the Holy Spirit. In acknowledging the essential role of
the Holy Spirit, Pope Francis calls for the rise of “Spirit-
filled evangelizers,” those who are “fearlessly open to the
workings of the Holy Spirit.””” Furthermore, he affirms
that “a Spirit-filled evangelization is one guided by the
Holy Spirit, for he is the soul of the Church and proclaims
the Gospel.”® The Holy Spirit does not only empower
but also enables the evangelizer to thrive in spite of the
challenges, crisis and temptations presented by new media
technologies in the digital era.

most vulnerable victims of misguided use of the means of
social communication.

As the wise use of digital tools and having access to
proper content is instrumental in children’s mental and
physical development as well as conscience formation,
vigilance must be exercised on behalf of the new generation.
To this end, it is paramount that parents, teachers, social
communication practitioners, and all Christians take
seriously their respective roles in this endeavor. The
Church looks to pastoral leaders as well as adult caregivers
and educators to be more vigilant in choosing, explaining
and challenging content that are shown to the youth in
different digital channels. Having well-formed consciences
and solid grounding in the faith enables navigation
through the digital space without being lost to the current.




058 Communication
spirituality

One of the significant elements in communication
theology, which is an essential part in every pastoral
and evangelizing communication of the Church, is
that of communication spirituality. It is a spirituality
that is based primarily on the work of the Holy Spirit.
Having a sound communicative spirituality is requisite
of all Christian communicators. The components of this
communicative spirituality are threefold: (1) openness to
God, (2) openness to self, and (3) openness to others.”
The spirit of openness, which can become a kind of
personal spirituality, assists the Christian communicator
in building up his/her pastoral communication endeavor.
This spirit assists in building an intimate and personal
relationship with God which can be further nourished and
sustained through frequency of prayer, Scripture reading,
as well as personal reflection. Thus, such spirituality would
lead communicators in obtaining spiritual strength and
empowerment for pastoral ministry.

In a more radical way, communication spirituality
should be expressed in placing Jesus Christ at the center
of communication spirituality in digital communication.
The need for every communicator to comprehensively
understand the person of Jesus as central in the entire
missionary endeavor is urgent. The centrality and priority
of Jesus’ mission is derived from the fact that He is the
singular author of Christian Mission. Pope Francis reminds
us that “there can be no true evangelization without explicit
proclamation of Jesus as Lord, and without the primacy of
the proclamation of Jesus in all evangelizing work.”® The
fundamental message that has to be proclaimed through
any form of new media technologies, therefore, is “the
personal love of God who became man, who gave himself

for us, who is living and who offers us his salvation and his

friendship.
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0“8 Power of the
Holy Spirit

The communicative foreshadow in the Feast of Pentecost
is intelligibly manifested through the outpouring of God’s
Holy Spirit on the disciples.®® The Spirits coming was
accompanied by two remarkable phenomena: a sound
from heaven like the blowing of a mighty wind, and the
appearance of what seemed to be tongues of fire which
rested upon each of them and separated them from the
others. These miraculous events pointed to a theophany
— a visual manifestation of God’s presence — taking place.
The proximity of the sounds which originated from
heaven demonstrated that God’s powerful presence was
immediate to those at the scene.® Carlo Maria Martini
argues that the configuration of tongues in the form of fire
can be seen as the “symbols of human communication.”®
Being compelled by and assured of the power of the Holy
Spirit, God commissioned the disciples to courageously
bear witness to God’s Kingdom, proclaiming the Gospel
message as God’s true communicators.

One of the effects of the coming down of the Holy
Spirit on the disciples is that the disciples were summoned
into Divine communion with the Father, Son and Holy
Spirit. This state of communion empowered them to
carry out their evangelizing communication as God’s
prophetic witnesses “in Jerusalem and in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). As the
contemporary Church in the digital era continues this
mission of proclamation, the goal remains unchanged: to
communicate God’s love and values of God’s kingdom, to
promote “a mutual understanding and shared ambition”
among humanity, inducing them “to justice and peace, to
good will and active charity, to mutual help, to love and,
in the end, to communion.”® Thus, a Holy Spirit guided
proclamation by communicators who are themselves in
communion with the Trinitarian God serves “to accelerate
every sort of human progress and to increase cooperation
among men until there exists a genuine communion

among them.””’
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0l5W Jesus as
the ‘Perfect
Communicator’

“While He was on earth Christ revealed Himself as
the Perfect Communicator.”®® This was demonstrated
particularly in Jesus missionary approaches, which
included a custom-made style of communication aimed at
the particular needs of the people whom He encountered.
Jesus recognized and respected the world view, culture,
knowledge and life experiences of the individuals who
came in contact with Him. He talked to people in a
language to which they could relate, using common words
and images to explain the Kingdom of Heaven, and to
communicate God’s Good News. In his intentional and
tailor-made communication for each specific encounter,
Jesus created opportunities for those engaging with him to
obtain spiritual nourishment and be challenged to think
about the implications of His teachings in their lives.
After walking on water and calming the storm, Jesus asked
the panic-stricken disciples, “Where is your faith?” (Luke
8:25). To the young man whose riches got between him
and God, Jesus commanded, “You still lack one thing. Sell
everything you have and give to the poor and you will
treasure in Heaven. Then come, follow me” (Luke 18:22).

Indeed, Jesus proved himself to be the Perfect
Communicator because he spoke with true authority
that came from God, having the power to astound and
challenge those who came to listen to him. According to
Matthew, “When Jesus had finished saying these things,
the crowds were amazed at His teaching, because He
taught as one who had authority, not as their teachers of
the law” (Mt. 7:28-29). The Word of God is the ultimate
reason behind why Jesus' teachings were so powerful.
Nonetheless, Jesus as the Perfect Communicator in the
Gospels was not only reflected in His words, but also
equally in his actions, for example the many incidents
of healing people who were stricken to various ailments.
Embracing the sick wholeheartedly by tenderly
touching their hands was one of the ways in which Jesus
communicated His loving power. The Greek expression,
haptesthai (to touch), demonstrated that Jesus’ touch
cured people of various infirmities and restored life to the
dead. Jesus demonstrated that effective communication
not only has the power to enlighten, impress, and
challenge, but also has the ability to comfort, heal, and
give life. “Communication is more than the expression of
ideas and the indication of emotion. At its most profound
level it is the giving of self in love. Christ’s communication

was, in fact, spirit and life.”®



Word and Deed in Pastoral

and Evandelizing

Whether in the analog environment or in digital spaces,
faith communicators must model their communication on
the exemplar of Jesus as the communicator par excellence.
Jesus the Perfect Communicator offered a paradigm for
communication practice when he referred to Himself as the
Way, the Truth, and the Life. In these three elements, we find
the meaning and the goals of true communication. First,
when Jesus Christ declared Himself as the way that led to
God, the true source of life, He was speaking about a new
way of being and doing things in the world. For Christians,
the way of Christ includes repentance of sins, loving God
and neighbor (even enemies), and proclaiming the Kingdom
of God characterized by the values of harmony, peace and
justice. Our communication must serve as GPS directions
that lead others on the right path, leading to the ultimate
destination—the heavenly home of God the Almighty Father.
Second, when Jesus declared Himself to be the Truth, He told
his disciples what was necessary for freedom (John 8:32) and
fullness of life. Jesus affirmed that He came into this world
with no other purpose than “to bear witness to the truth’
(John 18:37). The truth is not submissive to personal feelings
and preferences; and likewise, not contingent on trends, viral
content, and popular hashtags. Christian communicators
are at their best and most relevant when they courageously
uphold the truths that have been taught by Jesus and through
the Church. Disinformation and untruths have their source
in the Evil One (Matthew 5:37) and are detrimental to
journeying on the right path. Finally, Jesus declared, “I have
come that they may have life, and have it to the full” (John
10:10). To have life in the fullest, we must travel on the right
path enlightened by truth. Jesus affirmed that He embodied
all three. Peter understood that Jesus had the word of eternal
life (John 6:68). The Word of eternal life is the Word of truth,
even in the face of power and danger. Communicating life is
more than speaking nice words of encouragement, sympathy
and consolation. It requires concrete life-giving actions that
represent solidarity, trust and support. It requires actions like
the Good Samaritan who communicated clearly his stance
towards the Jewish victim of robbery on the road, when
he drew near to him, poured oil and wine on his wounds,
dressed his wounds, lifted him up on his animal, and took
him to the inn to take care of him.

Communication, therefore, is not just about making
connections through words, sounds and emoticons for
“special or cosmetic effects,” but through actions that
relieve pains and gladden hearts.”” Pope Francis’ Encyclical
Fratelli Tutti reminds us to recapture the true meaning of
relationship, which is sometimes distorted by modern digital
technology. The Holy Father writes that digitally mediated
relationships “lack the physical gestures, facial expressions,
moments of silence, body language and even the smells,

the trembling of hands, the blushes and
perspiration that speak to us and are a
. . ’)71
part of human communication.””' In the
digital age, the pastoral communication must
imitate Jesus  three-fold depiction of himself as “the Way,”
“the Truth,” and “the Life,” which embodies the Christian
message that is proclaimed in both words and deeds.

During the coronavirus pandemic, despite countless
limitations, pastoral leaders of all levels in the Church
did their best to communicate with the faithful in order
to assure them of God’s ongoing presence amid their fear
and suffering. The faithful were also assured of the pastor’s
presence and accompaniment, despite the physical distance
caused by the highly contagious virus. Beyond divine and
personal presence, pastoral leaders tried to address theological
and spiritual questions and doubts about the meaning of
the virus in their lives and the life of the world, steering the
people away from false notions of God’s punishment to the
world or particular groups, and signs of the end time closing
in. Pastoral leaders, in their capacity, also communicated
useful and accurate information to their flock in order to
help them take care of their physical well-being. In this
respect, pastoral leaders must not only be well-founded on
theological and spiritual matters, but also keep abreast of
scientific information provided by credible experts in order
to relate to the people under their care. As it is often the case
around the world, religious adherents tend to accord a great
degree of respect to religious leaders, and the information
and instructions provided by them, even in matters beyond
their immediate realm of knowledge, are often well heeded
by the people.

Finally, pastoral leaders also communicated through
examples such as wearing masks when appearing in public or
while celebrating liturgies. For pastoral leaders, these actions
did not represent political stances but basic preventative and
essential measures to deal with the virus. Pastoral leaders also
initiated online and offline programs to help victims of the
pandemic in concrete ways, thus showing the people that
the most important question to ask in a pandemic was not
necessarily, “Why is this happening?” but “What can we do
to help?” As the Body of Christ, the Church and its members
are mandated to speak on behalf of Christ, and at the same
time, imitate Christ in its actions, the communicative value
of actions seen from Church leaders and members in addition
to words heard cannot be underestimated, no matter what
situation the world is in. Indeed, if the people believe in
what they hear, it is because they have observed that those
words have been translated into clear, truthful, life-giving
actions. Thus, pastoral communication in the digital age
must contain this twofold components of words and deeds.
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Response

Responses to the Pastoral
Challenges Presented by ICT




As ICT is pervasive in
the new social milieu

and will continue to

permeate all aspects of human
lives, including religious life,
the Church needs to employ the
necessary resources in order to address
pastoral issues that present themselves
in this new context. The pastoral responses
not only deal with practical pastoral needs of
the faithful but also are important in providing
resources for deeper understanding about the nature
of ICT and how to “Pastoral ministry in a missionary
key seeks to abandon the complacent attitude that
says: “We have always done it this way’. I invite everyone
to be bold and creative in this task of rethinking the goals,
structures, style and methods of evangelization in their respective
communities.””? Likewise, it would be helpful to take note of Pope
Benedict XVI's remarks in the homily in the Mass at the conclusion of
the Synod of Bishops:

Besides traditional and perennially valid pastoral methods, the Church secks
to adopt new ones, developing new language attuned to the different world
cultures, proposing the truth of Christ with an attitude of dialogue and friendship

rooted in God who is Love. In various parts of the world, the Church has already set
out on this path of pastoral creativity, so as to bring back those who have drifted away or

are seeking the meaning of life, happiness and, ultimately, God.”

Therefore, in light of the Churchs outlook on communication and the pastoral challenges
confronting the Church in the digital era, we would like to present a number of recommendations
for responses to the present pastoral context. These recommendations are not meant to be exhaustive,
rather only reflective of some priorities within a much more comprehensive pastoral communication

plan of the Church.
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Digital
Leadership

The new pastoral context requires pastoral leaders to be able to exercise
leadership in using ICT to serve the mission of the Church and
modeling its appropriate use for the faithful. In having the knowledge
and the skills to use ICT in their ministry, pastoral leaders are also
able to exercise pastoral presence in both the physical world and the
“digital continent,” expanding their reach in ways that were previously
limited by time, space and circumstances. The COVID-19 pandemic
demonstrated that despite lockdowns and physical distancing, pastoral
presence by Church leaders could still be carried out through the use of
ICT in order to sustain the life of the Church which was under extreme
duress.

The example demonstrated by Pope Francis in digital leadership
in his pontificate serves as true inspiration for pastoral leaders at all
levels. Only a few days after Pope Francis took office, he began to tweet
regularly. Presently, Pope Francis’ Eng lish Twitter channel indicates
that he has tweeted over 3,000 times and has amassed almost 19 million
followers. However, Pope Francis not only tweets in English, but also
in other languages, totaling nine altogether. Cumulatively, Pope Francis
has tens of millions of Twitter followers around the world. Besides
Twitter, Pope Francis is also present on other social media platforms
such as Facebook and Instagram, which was launched in 2016, and
managed to amass one million followers within the first 12 hours of
its activation. In 2019, Pope Francis also launched his own app “Click
to Pray” in order to make it possible for the faithful to «accompany
the pope in a mission of compassion for the world».”* Through the
app, which is part of the Pope Francis Worldwide Prayer Network,
users would know what the Holy Father is praying for on a particular
day and could join him in praying for that intention. This app is one
of many examples of how Pope Francis is attempting to harness the
power of technology to create a community of prayer and to expand the
evangelizing mission of the Church.

Despite the fact that social media has been an important tool for the
Pope and numerous other world religious leaders, its true potential has
not always been taken advantage of by Catholic leaders. Many pastoral
leaders do not engage with this technology because they lack the
knowledge and competence in using the various applications. Others
shun social media because they fear that it will infringe on their personal
life and privacy. Some use only their favorite social media platform
or the one they are most acquainted with, while refusing to diversify
and update themselves with new platforms that are potentially more
effective and far-reaching than the one they feel comfortable using.
During the coronavirus pandemic when pastoral leaders were forced
to communicate with their flock online, many found the experience
harrowing because for the first time, they had to face a solitary camera
in order to communicate with a real yet invisible online audience. Thus,
in order for pastoral leaders to also carry out their ministry and maintain
their presence online, the following recommendations are made:

Be familiar with
communication theology.

It is often the case that not every pastoral leader
who uses ICT to communicate has fundamental
understanding of communication theology. In
parishes, religious congregations and dioceses,
individuals charged with communication work
tend to focus on the technological aspect with
various gadgets rather than taking the time to
study and reflect on the theological principles
that drive communication work. Digital pastoral
leaders, to be truly effective, must not only have
technological competence but also have good
theological understanding to undergird their
communication work.

Be informed on the Church’s
views on technologdy and ICT.

The Church has published numerous documents
about social and pastoral communication that discuss
the Church’s views on technology and media. Since
the time of Pope John Paul II, documents pertaining
specifically to the internet have also been released to
present the Church’s outlook and instructions on this
means of communication. The last two popes have also
focused specifically on social media, especially in their
messages for World Communications Day. Therefore,
it would be of great benefit to pastoral leaders to study
these various documents in order to have a solid grasp
on how the Church views ICT with all of its advantages
and pitfalls. Carefully studying these documents would
help pastoral leaders adopt a more informed and
balanced disposition towards ICT, leading to a better
understanding of the need for this technology in their
ministry.

I



Be able to intedgrate online and offline pastoral
activities into a unified pastoral communication

plan in which these activities support and
supplement one another.

This is necessary because it is no longer easy to
compartmentalize the digital and the analog spheres. Not
only what happens in one environment is continued in
the other, oftentimes, what happens in the physical sphere
is the direct result of what has taken place in cyberspace.
As we have come to discover, it is oftentimes not possible
to confine ministries to the physical space as if the online
aspects of modern life does not exist. On the other hand,
there are only so much that online activities can do to
respond to the profound pastoral needs of the people.
Thus, pastoral leaders must learn how to regulate and
determine how much time and energy should be devoted
to online and offline activities. More importantly, they
must be able to cohere to one another as aspects of a
unified pastoral communication plan.

Do not disturbed
Get started

Praying
Get started

o Reading the bible
A Get started

communication and evangelizing communication

Q Be able to differentiate between pastoral
and how to carry them out in the online arena.

In traditional settings with in-person gatherings such as in
churches, parish halls, or some other public forums, one
usually can identify the audience and know the kind of
communication appropriate for the occasion. However, in
cyberspace, there are no clear boundaries. Non-Catholics
can just as easily access websites and livestreaming programs
aimed at the faithful, while Catholics, likewise are able to
access content meant for evangelization. In reality, these
two types of communication employ different “languages”
and ways of communicating, which when received by an
unintended audience, misunderstandings and negative
perceptions might arise. For example, a non-Catholic who
access certain homilies and writings on parish or diocesan
websites, where the content is intended for the “inner
circle”, may interpret what they hear or read negatively due
to lack of understanding about the context. While it is not
possible for pastoral leaders to always publish content that
are received in the same manner by a plurality of audiences,
this is a dilemma that pastoral leaders communicating
online need to take note of and find ways to address.

Have appropriate content.

It is now well-known that content is extremely
important for the internet platform. Without
interesting and meaningful content, one could hardly
attract people to pay attention to his/her website or
amass significant following. However, content that
catches people’s attention or has the potential to go
viral may not always be appropriate for pastoral and
evangelizing communication. For Catholic leaders,
having appropriate content is essential to the work
of the ministry. Not only must the content adhere
to religious and ethical standards, what is uploaded
must also demonstrate accord with cultural and social
norms. Religious leaders cannot freely upload any
photo that he/she wishes, especially if it may cause
misunderstanding in regards to his/her lifestyle and
relationships. Therefore, prudence is an essential virtue
for the digital pastoral leader in deciding what content
to upload to the public. A photo can tell a thousand
words, but what those words are often depends on the
person looking at the image and conjuring up those
words in his/her own mind. Each photo or message
appearing on a religious leader’s website or social
media account must be intentional in the aims and
purposes intended for this particular content. Ill-
advised uploading of messages and photos may create
negative images of the pastoral leader as an individual,
which in turn, also reflects badly on the Church. There
are many examples of religious leaders — Catholic and
non- Catholic alike — who have posted ill-advised
content that would be quickly deleted; however,
consequences quickly ensued despite the attempt at
correction due to the fact that information can reach
millions in matters of minutes.
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No matter if one is a digital native or a digital migrant,
digital literacy is necessary if one wants to understand the
potential benefits and dangers of the internet, and is able to
make the best use of the internet both as an instrument and as
a place of encounter. Because internet is interwoven into the
fabric of modern life, no one could be immune to its impacts,
either directly or indirectly. Digital literacy, however, must
be accompanied by digital wisdom, which entails the ability
to make use of ICT in ways that benefit self-cultivation and
promotion of the common good, in the process minimizing
deleterious effects towards personal and collective well-being
and flourishing. Therefore, pastoral and formation programs
that promote digital literacy and digital wisdom need to be
given priority in the pastoral communication efforts of the
Church. This section highlights pastoral leaders, people in
parenting roles, and the youth; however, needless to say, there
are numerous other groups that would benefit from sound
digital formation.

(918 Pastoral Leaders

Pastoral leaders need to attain digital literacy and digital
wisdom in order to be in tune with events taking place in the
world. Nowadays, it is often the case that things happening on
social media become the source of news in mainstream media.
Video clips and livestreaming activities often go viral on social
media, after which is reported by mainstream news outlets.
Therefore, if pastoral leaders are to be in tune with the life of
the people, they cannot shun the information outlets of ICT.
Only when pastoral leaders are informed about things going
on in the world can they address them in pastoral outreach
programs and homilies. In the past, if two essential tools for a
parish priest in preparing the Sunday homily were the Bible
in one hand and the newspaper in the other, in the present
age, one might revise the advice to say the Bible in one hand
and the smartphone in the other. In the age of technological
convergence, one may even go further to say that the priest
needs to have a tablet that has internet connection so that
he can access both his Bible and current events in a single
device. As Pope Benedict emphasized in his message for the
44th World Communications Day which focuses on the
priest and pastoral ministry in the digital milieu, “Using new
communication technologies, priests can introduce people
to the life of the Church and help our contemporaries to
discover the face of Christ. They will best achieve this aim if
they learn, from the time of their formation, how to use these
technologies in a competent and appropriate way, shaped
by sound theological insights and reflecting a strong priestly
spirituality grounded in constant dialogue with the Lord.””
For pastoral leaders, digital literacy and wisdom would entail
the following:




The ability to wisely use ICT
and the various applications
and social media platforms

Different applications and platforms have been created for
a particular use and pastoral leaders should be familiar with
some of the most commonly used ones in order to incorporate
them into their ministry. Not only does each application/
platform have different functions, a platform might be popular
in one part of the world, but not in another. For example,
while WhatsApp is widely used in India and Singapore, in
Thailand and Japan, LINE, which has similar functions to
WhatsApp, is more popular. In addition, each platform also
targets a particular demographic; some are more popular
among teenagers while others attract more adult users. Thus,
it is important that pastoral leaders learn how to use different
ICT applications/platforms to reach the desired audience.

=l IO e —

The ability to use ICT in an

ethical and appropriate manner.

In the Church as well as in every social context, there are
legal, ethical and cultural standards that must be adhered to by
users. Pastoral leaders participating in online communication
whether openly or “anonymously” must exercise discipline
and prudence in making posts that align with the standards
designated by the Church and society. In the digital age, a post
can go viral in a very short time. Even if an unwisely made
post is quickly deleted by the poster, there is a good chance
that someone has already seen it and has taken a screenshot of
itas evidence for posterity. Thus, a small error of judgment can
result in enormous consequences not only for the individual

but also for the Church.

Having knowledge of the benefits and
pitfalls of ICT so as to make good use

of it in their personal life as well as in
their pastoral work.

Pastoral leaders are human beings and just as prone to idle
chat, addiction, abuse and self-aggrandizement as anyone else,
and therefore are not immune from the traps into which they
can fall. Engaging in online arguments is not only a waste of
precious time and energy that could be devoted to ministry, but
can also be emotionally and physically draining.

Knowing how to exercise prudence in
their online activities as to protect their
privacy while doing their work

In reality, many pastoral leaders who are active on social

media often receive messages from people asking for
advice on all kinds of issues including work, family, love,
and so on. Knowing how to deal with these requests for
advice in an appropriate manner is essential for the benefit

of both the pastor as well as the individual reaching out
for help.

Staying away from spreading
fakenews andfalseinformation.

Pastoral leaders are people respected in the
community and have a high degree of trust among
the faithful. Therefore, when content is shared by
pastoral leaders, it is well-taken by their followers.
When pastoral leaders participate in spreading
fake news, misinformation, disinformation, or
mal-information, they do great damage to the

stability of the Church and society.

DONT SHARE

Providing guidance to the flock

on how to appropriately make
use of online religious content.

Having appropriate understanding of the nature of and
advantages and disadvantages of online liturgies and
other religious content is important to the formation and
sustenance of the faith life of the faithful. Pastoral leaders
must be able to help the flock distinguish the theological
and spiritual difference between online and offline liturgical
actions and other religious activities. Moreover, pastoral
leaders must provide guidance on how to “participate” in
online liturgies in a way that demonstrates respect and
appreciation for what is taking place on the screen. Most
importantly, pastoral leaders should be able to instill into
the faithful the desire to not only nourish themselves with
these online religious contents, but a deep longing to obtain
such spiritual nourishment through communal actions of
worship that could only be found in physical gatherings by
the members of the Body of Christ.
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() Adults and

the Elderly

Despite being digital immigrants, many adults are well-versed
in ICT. Nevertheless, there is still a large segment of adults,
especially the elderly living in developing countries, who
have little digital literacy. This prevents them from accessing
valuable content available online in all sorts of areas that
would be of interest to them. In addition, not having digital
literacy prevents them from effectively performing their
roles as caregivers in the family. As grandparents and many
parents are digital immigrants rather than digital natives, it
is often the case that children “teach” the adults how to use
the internet and various applications rather than the other
way around. This reversal of roles presents cause for concern
because the adults are less likely to be able to control internet
use and follow the online activities of young people if they
do not have adequate knowledge in these matters. Young
people who show their parents and grandparents how to use
the internet will most likely not tell them everything they
know, especially those things that they intentionally want
to hide from the adults. If in the past, parents were worried
about what their children saw on television, the amount of
dangerous content that could be accessed by young people
with their various mobile gadgets is countless times over
television. Therefore, parents and adult caregivers face a much
greater challenge in controlling what their children see. This
challenge is exponentially greater when those charged with
parenting roles do not know about all the different websites,
applications, chatrooms, etc. that young people can access
anytime and anywhere.

In many countries, parents leave their children in the care
of grandparents or older relatives in rural villages while they
migrate to the city or even another country to work. Because
the elderly often know very little about the internet, these
children almost have free rein on how they use it. Although
the development of ICT, especially video streaming, has
decidedly helped parents working overseas to be able to use
the internet to keep in touch with their children on a daily
basis, which has significantly helped to maintain family
bonds, the great distance between parents and children also
means that a great deal of the parenting responsibility is left
in the hands of older caregivers who have little digital literacy.
As a result, the dangers presented by the internet including
cyberbullying, recruitment into extremist ideologies,
and online pornography etc. could not be prevented and
intervened in a timely manner. In the face of this reality,
pastoral communication programs must give due attention to
creating digital literacy and wisdom for parents, grandparents
and other adult caregivers in order to help them carry out
their responsibilities more effectively. Therefore, pastoral
outreach programs to parents, grandparents and other adults
in similar roles should help them with the following:

Understand the basic workingds of ICT
and its applications in order to navigate

the internet and communicate with
others via the applications

In addition to helping them to have the skills to
connect with their family, the ability to use ICT
will help older people access the rich resources
available online. Indeed, during the COVID-19
pandemic, many elderly people around the
world learned how to use the smartphone for
the first time in order to view Masses online. The
circumstances of the pandemic demonstrated
how important it is for older people to be able to
use ICT as ways to receive spiritual nourishment
when they are unable to go to Church due to
poor health or other obstacles.

Understand the danders of misuse
of digital daddets and ICT.

The negative impacts on social, mental, physical well-
being due to abuse of digital gadgets and ICT have been
discussed previously. Thus adults who are in charge of
raising children must be made aware of these pitfalls
in order to better regulate children’s use of gadgets and
online time. Moreover, they must be able recognize
signs of addiction to online games and pornography,
cyberbullying, uploading inappropriate content,
depression and other negative effects of misuse of the
internet in order to intervene in a timely manner.

Model appropriate use
of ICT in their own lives

It is often seen that around the family dinner table, it is
not only the children who stare into the phone or the
tablet screen. The adults at the table sometimes do the
same. Many adults also go online in the middle of Mass
in front of their children. When adults do not exercise
good behavior in their own use of ICT, they cannot set
good examples for their children to follow.




o)
The Yout?

Despite the youth being very acquainted with the internet and
its capabilities, being skillful at using the internet does not
translate into wise use. Much time could be wasted by young
people surfing the internet and not using it for educational
or other beneficial purposes. Many young people, even
those studying in tertiary education level cannot distinguish
between real news and fake news. Studies have shown that
although the “digital natives” are adept at multi-tasking, they
are easily duped when it comes to evaluating information that
they come across on social media channels.”® Other studies
about youth and the internet reveal many issues of concerns
including becoming perpetrators or victims of cyberbullying,
internet abuse, legal, social, and psychological risks related
to sexting and exposure to online pornography, adverse
mental and physical health risks such as sleep deprivation and
depression. Experts increasingly warn of the internet’s danger
to people’s cognitive capabilities such as their capacity for
analytical thinking, focus, memory and creativity. Therefore,
pastoral programs for the youth should emphasize the
following:

How do develop a global mindset.

The development of ICT has greatly done away with
external barriers of space, time, economic means, and
prohibitive social and cultural norms. Young people
have the best ability to overcome barriers that create
an inward looking mentality in order to gain a global
mindset. The Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg who
managed to appear before the United Nations and was
honored by the American magazine TIME as “Person of
the Year” for 2019 exemplifies a young person who has a
global outlook. Her activism aimed towards promoting
ecological awareness and international policy change on
behalf of the ecology has garnered worldwide acclaim
because her efforts have been publicized through
modern means of ICT. With the help of ICT, young
people can easily develop this global mentality without
necessarily having to travel the world. ICT enables
people to be global citizens and have a sense of the
human family with the earth as the common home that
must be cared for by all. Thus, ICT is not simply for
entertainment and idle chat but also a great means for
engaging in social and civic activism to affect change.

How to reap the benefits of ICT for
personal development.

Young people need to be instilled with the
awareness that ICT is meant to be tools to aid
in intellectual and social development. As sources
of information, news and entertainment, these
contents could be of tremendous benefit to youth
development when wisely accessed. In addition,
online relationships when balanced with those
taking place in the analog environment can
greatly enhance the outlook of young people,
especially when the online relationships are with
people from other cultural backgrounds.

Hi, I’'m from England
and you?

Nice to meet you,
I’'m from Pakistan

How to make sound judgment about
information that flows through the

various online platforms.

Young people are just as easily duped by misinformation,
disinformation and mal- information as adults. When
young people are not taught to evaluate information in
an intelligent manner, they can be led into falsehoods
and even extremist groups. Such groups often target
young and impressionable people who look for places
to belong. Therefore, young people need to be made
aware of these traps that lead to destructive life paths.
Likewise, young people also need to learn how to
exercise restraint, decency and truthfulness in what
they communicate online. Many young people do not
realize that what they post on a whim might stay on
the internet for years to come and might bring about
regrettable consequences in their future education and
work life.
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Pastoral outreach programs is an important part of Church life.
They respond to the spiritual and emotional needs of the faithful,
especially in time of crisis, illness, and in time of need. Pastoral
outreach allows for the Church’s role in people’s lives to go beyond
sacramental ministry into other areas that concern their total well-
being and flourishing. Traditional pastoral outreach programs have
included such activities as caring for seniors, visiting the sick, and
reaching out to the homeless in the community. Although no doubt
these efforts will continue to be essential in the digital age, pastoral
outreach programs in the new context will be asked to expand their
scope, taking into account issues arising from the impact of ICT on
one’s personal, family and social life.

In order to respond to the new pastoral context, creativity is an
imperative. As Pope Francis stated in Evangelii Gaudium, there
are many opportunities for creativity, especially in the parish
environment:

The parish is not an outdated institution; precisely because it possesses
grear flexibility, it can assume quite different contours depending on the
openness and missionary creativity of the pastor and the community.
While certainly not the only institution which evangelizes, if the parish
proves capable of self-renewal and constant adaptivity, it continues to be
the Church living in the midst of the homes of her sons and daughters.”

Moreover, the Holy Father encourages people involved in pastoral
work to eliminate outdated ways of thinking and doing, willing to
rethink structures, styles and methods in order to better address
specific circumstances.”® Thus, Pope Francis asserts:

Any Church community, if it thinks it can comfortably go its own
way without creative concern and effective cooperation in helping the
poor to live with dignity and reaching out to everyone, will also risk
breaking down, however much it may talk about social issues or criticize
governments. It will easily drift into a spiritual worldliness camouflaged
by religious practices, unproductive meetings and empty talk.”

In light of the call for creativity in pastoral and missionary work, the
following recommendations are presented as responses to address the
pastoral challenges of contemporary times.



Counselling

Parish counselling and rehabilitation programs in all
sorts of matters related to personal and family life have
been a staple of many parishes, especially in the United
States. However, this is not necessarily true for everywhere
throughout the world. In many countries, especially those
where the field of counselling and psychotherapy is not
well-developed, the idea of establishing parish counselling
programs is a foreign concept. In many Asian countries,
counselling is not prevalent in society and usually does not
become a part of the formal pastoral plan of the parish.

When counselling does occur, it is usually informal
and takes the form of priests and religious giving advice
to parishioners in various matters as best as they can.
The digital context presents a challenge to the Church
in not only having to consider more formal counselling
programs for parishes but also adapt these programs to fit
the modern day reality.

In this regards, parishes must think about initiating or
expanding existing parish counselling programs to address
issues pertaining to ICT. The danger to emotional, mental
and physical health presented by ICT discussed in this
paper demonstrates that counselling initiatives need to
be updated and adapted to the digital context. The fear
and mental suffering brought about by online bullying,
the reality of increasing rate of depression among young
people, especially in girls, demand pastoral responses on
the part of the Church. In this respect, parish leaders
and other volunteers need adequate training in order
to provide the necessary support in a more formal and
systematic manner.

O Rehabilitation

In addition to drug and alcohol addiction, addiction to
online games, cybersex and internet pornography is a
serious problem for many people in the digital age.

That the widespread existence of and easy access
to online pornography leads young people to grave
addiction, violent behavior and troubled emotional and
sexual relationships.* Internet addiction, according to the
Holy Father, can harm the soul and deprives the individual
of true freedom. Therefore pastoral outreach programs
should focus on secking out and referring individuals in
the community who are facing behavioral disorders related
to internet use to rehabilitation programs. Moreover,
pastoral leaders can organize education programs aimed
at preventing the various ICT-related addictions, as well
as organizing support groups for people Pope Francis has
lamented suffering or recovering from such issues.

\

~

0158 Environmental
Awareness

One of the characteristics of the digital age is that

cyberspace increasingly preoccupies our attention, and
many of our everyday interactions and activities are
facilitated by this notional environment. In the process,
there is a toll on the degree of interaction and awareness
that we can have of our physical space. Empirical
observations show that children seem to be much more
fascinated by what they see on YouTube videos than the
environment around them. This is exacerbated by the fact
that children are often given digital gadgets to play with,
even before reaching the age of one. Human alienation
towards nature is increasing while the sense of awe and
wonder at things happening around us is decreasing as
cyberspace continues to encroach on physical space. This
sense of alienation towards nature can result in lower
awareness of the importance of the natural environment
to our social and spiritual well-being.

However, this does not have to be the case in the
digital age if awareness programs are designed to
combine theological and scientific understanding with
technological means to promote environmental care.
Pastoral communication outreach can address the issue of
care of creation by:

Communicating Church teachings on
the care of creation to the faithful.

N The last three Popes have written and spoken much on

the issue about the care for creation. Adopting attitudes
and actions that reflect our concern for our Common
Home is not something only certain groups of people or
individuals with a particular ideology do but is, in fact,
the responsibility of the Church and all her members.
Unfortunately, many Catholics continue to be uninformed
on the Church’s teachings on the care of creation and
many display little concern about the moral implications
of actions that are environmentally destructive. Thus, the
topic of care for creation should be addressed in the form
of parish seminars, retreat talks, parish bulletin articles and
homilies where appropriate.

Communicating Church teachings on
the care of creation to the faithful.

Parish youth retreats, Bible sharing sessions and catechism
classes could sometimes be organized in a natural setting
rather than in a classroom or parish center in order to
provide opportunities for the people, especially the youth,
to experience nature and its value and beauty. The topic
of care for creation could be incorporated into Bible and
catechetical studies in order to highlight its importance in
developing a well-rounded faith life.
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O“®W Catechism

The Catechism of the Catholic Church is a handbook to help
all Catholics discover the truths of faith and a deeper knowledge
of Church teaching. According to Pope Francis, the catechism
not only helps believers to understand Catholic faith, but also
discover real answers to the challenges of the modern age.
Despite the fact that the compilation of Catholic catechism has
been translated into dozens of languages and is widely available
throughout the world, in the age of limitless and virtually
uncontrollable production of information, Church teachings
could easily be misrepresented, incompletely transmitted, or
completely overwhelmed by other sources of information. Like
other dimensions of contemporary life, the
religious sphere is being challenged by an

“infodemic” that threatens to deny, distort

or water down important fundamental
teachings of the Church. Teaching
catechism in the digital age should take the
following matters into consideration:

N\

Teaching catechism should not simply be a top-down
process, especially in the age of social media.

The Church has incorporated social media in communication
plans; nevertheless, it stll faces a great challenge. We often
think of communication as a back-and-forth process, however,
communication in the Church is mostly hierarchical, one-way, and
there is not much space for social interactions. The Church has
adopted new technologies to renew institutional communication,
such as the incorporation of media as a strategic channel to
proclaim the Gospel and management of user-generated content
and personal broadcasting. This has to also be brought into the
program to teach catechism to Catholics of various age levels and
types of experiences.

Method of communication must adapt to the
new context.

The Church is a global, powerful, interesting institution aimed at a
multiplicity of audiences, so she must embrace the narrative trends
that best adapt to these new environments. It is not only about
what the institution wants to say, but what others want to hear and
share. It is a fact that nowadays, a large number of people get their
knowledge of religion through online platforms. Teachings by the
Church need to be available to the diverse people of the world in a
way that is interactive and responsive to their deep-rooted spiritual
needs. However, if communication methods by the Church are not
responsive to the existing reality, all is lost among the smorgasbord

of available information inundating the receiver at every second.

Creativity is needed in teaching catechism.

In a message sent to catechists in the First International
Symposium on Catechesis in Buenos Aires in 2017, Pope
Francis wrote, “The catechist is creative; they search for
different means and forms of announcing Christ...This
quest to make Jesus known as supreme beauty leads us
to find new signs and ways of transmitting the faich.”
In order for catechism to appeal more to people in the
digital age, the Church’s catechism program should break
out of the traditional molds in order to explore new and
more appealing ways of teaching. In many countries,
children are still being asked to learn catechism by rote
memorization of formulated sentences and traditional
Catholic prayers. Parish catechetical progams must seck
to incorporate multimedia and catechism platforms where
students can do more than just absorbing information and
regurgitating them in oral or written tests.

Making use of various media in teaching
catechism.

In religious transmission, besides literal means, other
media such as art, music, architecture, and dance, etc. have
always been important tools to communicate profound
religious beliefs. In the age of ICT, these communicative
tools must be employed in a concerted manner to transmit
the powerful and transformative messages that the Church
wishes to share. The skillful use of images, for example
of the solitary Pope Francis at St. Peter’s Square praying
for the world on the night of March 27, 2020 as the
world was facing one of its darkest moments during the
COVID-19 pandemic, could communicate much more
than what many words could impart. When the image of
Sr. Ann Rose Nu Tawng kneeling before heavily armed
Burmese policemen begging for them to spare the lives
of her fellow countrymen went viral around the world,
it communicated messages of Christian virtues of faith,
love, hope and courage more powerfully than texts of a
thousand words. Thus, catechism and other efforts at faith
transmission in the digital age must not only make use of
various media already available on the Church’s traditional
stock, but also to take advantage of the didactic potential
of visuals captured from events happening in the life of the

world and the Church.

Providing appropriate presentations to
different age dgroups.

Creative catechism also entails having presentations that
are appropriate to the intellectual level of the particular
age group, responding to questions that are of deep
concern to people of various stages in their spiritual
development. Simplistic presentations of the faith, though
might be well-received by some young people, will turn off
others who are searching for more insightful answers. In
the words of Bishop Robert Barron, “We will not tell our
own story effectively if we turn away from that richness.
We must stop dumbing down our tradition if we're going

to make this story compelling.”®!




Evandelizing
Communication

When Radio Veritas based in the Philippines was established
in 1969 to serve the Asian Churches through short-wave radio
programs, especially those facing severe limitations in religious
freedom, one of the effects was that even non-Catholics were able
to listen to the programs and came to know the Gospel. In the
age of ICT, the opportunities for evangelizing communication
has multiplied innumerable folds. The Church is able to reach
a global audience like at no other times in the past. However,
evangelizing communication faces myriad challenges including
the presence of many competing voices, as well as content and
false information overload. While it is unwise for the Church
to forego these opportunities due to the said challenges, the
Church cannot carry out evangelizing communication in
“languages” that are out of touch with the target audience.
Resorting to conventional communication strategies may prove
to be unappealing and incomprehensible to people outside the
Church, and in a digital culture.

In this regard, evangelizing communicators would do well
to take a cue from Jesus who knew how to carry out “custom-
made communication” to reach His target audience in first-
century Palestine. In the age of ICT, the Church also needs to
explore new communication strategies in order to reach a new
and global audience. This endeavor, however, does not need
to be a one-way task. Thanks to the interactive nature of Web
4.0, the project to devise new communication strategies can be
discovered in dialogue and exchange with those members of the
target audience. Through the process of dialoging and getting
to know their experiences, spirituality, challenges, and desires,
faith communicators can discover more appropriate ways to
articulate and proclaim the Gospel message to their audiences.

m “Hearing” the

Voices of Others

One of the benefits of ICT is that it facilitates the formation
of online communities that traditionally would be difficul
in traditional channels. Political and social activists who face
severe restrictions from the authority can employ ICT to
communicate and plan their activities.

Undocumented migrant workers who face limitations in
financial means, time and mobility can take to online forums
to engage in discussions, to seek information and to ask for
support during times of difficulty. With some searching, one
will be surprised to discover how many people belonging to
marginalized groups are actually congregating and conversing
in self-created forums. Besides marginalized groups who turn
to ICT to establish their “niches” for social and emotional
support, many other people, especially the young, take to
social media to express their feelings, stories and perspectives.
Attentive pastoral communicators will find in these voices and
experiences invaluable opportunities to “hear” what is in the
heart and mind of a plurality of people and groups. Listening
to how marginalized people communicate their experiences in
their established digital spaces will enable pastoral leaders to
better understand and more effectively “speak” and “respond”
to the pastoral needs specific to each group. Especially, as
the Church undertakes the “synodal process” to consult and
dialogue with the people of God in order to discern the sensus
fidelium, the voices, including those of disadvantaged groups,
spoken in the online arena, if properly engaged, will be of great
benefit to this endeavor. Indeed, the vision of a synodal Church
can be advanced when we know how to take advantage of ICT
as an instrument that facilitates and fosters communication,
participation and dialogue.
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Pastoral Communication in the

Post-Pandemic Church

The coronavirus pandemic that began in late 2019
forced pastoral leaders of all levels in the Church to
drastically adapt their pastoral strategies to the local
and global reality. Some were forced to employ pastoral
communicative tools that they were once unfamiliar
with, uncomfortable with, or even unwilling to accept.
One witnessed a variety of creative pastoral actions that
attempted to respond to the ongoing pastoral need of
the faithful, especially in the context of the trauma and
anxiety brought about by the pandemic.

With the goal of sustaining the life of the Church,
pastoral leaders at all levels of the Church turned to
ICT in order to make daily and Sunday Mass available
online, especially through social media platforms such as
YouTube and Facebook. Besides liturgical services, other
non-liturgical programs such as Bible studies sessions
and catechism classes were also conducted online. In
pastoral outreach, pastoral workers related activities such
as using messaging chat apps to check in on parishioners
and to do “house visits.” Mobile messenger apps were
also employed by pastors to bless and pray over people
who were isolated in their homes due to lockdowns
and other restrictions. Even meditation sessions which
normally would be conducted in person were transferred
to the Zoom platform. Perhaps at no time previously
have we witnessed this level of ICT use in the pastoral
communication work of the Church.

Whether through these or other means, one thing
is certain. The pastoral work of the Church did not
cease just because there was a pandemic raging in many
countries in multiple waves. The fact that pastoral
leaders had to resort to these means at such a degree
also raises questions about the theological and spiritual
implications of these pastoral communicative actions.
As technology experts have observed, people’s online
habits picked up during the pandemic may not easily
be discarded even after the crisis has passed. One may
even argue that the world will never go back to the way
it was before COVID-19. There will be a “new normal”
whereby its characteristics will become more apparent
as time goes by. Facing this reality of having resorted
to new modes of pastoral communicative actions in
order to deal with the situation of the pandemic, it is
imperative that Church leaders and pastoral theologians
examine and reflect on what has taken place for valuable
insights and wisdom for proper pastoral directions in the
post-pandemic Church. Experiences from the pandemic
are only beneficial when they are critically reflected upon
in order to discover insights and lessons for the future.
Thus some questions proposed for discernment include:

What is the nature and the value of the “presence”
exercised by pastoral leaders in the online environment,
either in a liturgical setting or other non-liturgical activities
such as a Bible presentation or a spiritual talk?

How should pastoral leaders respond to the ever increasing
number of requests for pastoral services such as online
confession, especially by people who live in situations/
countries where they do not have access to priests, in
a way that takes into serious account the ever greater
development of digital technology used for human inter-
connection?

How can ICT mediated pastoral care be developed and
implemented and still maintain fidelity to the incarnational
theological framework that is essential to the Christian
pastoral theology?

With the seemingly limitless nature of digital technology

and so many pastoral opportunities online and offline, how
can pastoral leaders decipher the appropriate boundaries
between domains that warrant proper pastoral action and
those considered beyond the pastoral purview?

What are the standards to judge between pastoral/
missionary creativity (as called for by Pope Francis) and
potentially misguided pastoral innovations in the digital
milieu?

How can people who have become accustomed to ICT-
mediated spiritual nourishment (religious content, online
Mass, etc.), which was accelerated during the pandemic,
be weaned from this disembodied, individualistic, and
non-communal spirituality?




Media critics have pointed out that tech companies such as
Google and Facebook often use quasi-religious terminology
in order to promote a worldview characterized by techno-
centrism, data fundamentalism and informationism. This
worldview assumes that technological development is
inevitable and ultimately beneficial to human development.
The development of technology will solve the various
problems of society, protect the environment, and ultimately
save humanity. This technocratic paradigm also portrays
information as the means towards wisdom, transparency
and authentic life. Thus, human virtues could be developed
by means of technology, which when advanced enough can
make human beings become even more than human.

From the perspective of the Church, this techno-centric
outlook is detrimental to the integral development of the
human person. It is important to remember that humanity
must have control over technology rather than technology
taking control of human lives. Technology, like other gifts of
God, comes under the stewardship of human beings. In the
encyclical letter Caritas in Veritate, Pope Benedict XVI says,
“Technology enables us to exercise dominion over matter,
to reduce risks, to save labor, to improve our conditions of
life. It touches the heart of the vocation of human labor: in
technology, seen as the product of his genius, man recognizes
himself and forges his own humanity.”®* When technology
overtakes human life, negative consequences can be seen. As
Pope Francis asserts,

When media and the digital world become omnipresent, their
influence can stop people from learning how to live wisely, ro
think deeply and to love generously. In this context, the great
sages of the past run the risk of going unheard amid the noise
and distractions of an information overload. Efforts need to
be made to help these media become sources of new cultural
progress for humanity and not a threat to our deepest riches.
True wisdom, as the fruit of self-examination, dialogue and
generous encounter between persons, is not acquired by a mere
accumulation of data which eventually leads to overload and
confusion, a sort of mental pollution. Real relationships with
others, with all the challenges they entail, now tend to be
replaced by a type of internet communication which enables
us to choose or eliminate relationships at whim, thus giving
rise to a new type of contrived emotion which has more to do
with devices and displays than with other people and with
nature. lodays media do enable us to communicate and to
share our knowledge and affections. Yet ar times they also
shield us from direct contact with the pain, the fears and the
Jjoys of others and the complexity of their personal experiences.
For this reason, we should be concerned that, alongside
the exciting possibilities offered by these media, a deep and
melancholic dissatisfaction with interpersonal relations, or a
harmful sense of isolation, can also arise.*>

Building a Digital Humanism
based on Christian Humanism

In the face of this digital tide, the pastoral communication
in the post-pandemic Church needs to focus on promoting a
healthy balance and proper perception of the role of technology
in human life. What is called for in the post-pandemic Church
is “digital humanism” — a humanism grounded in Christian
humanism. Christian humanism, as taught by the Council
Fathers in Gaudium et Spes, is premised on the fact that “it is
only in the mystery of the Word made flesh that the mystery
of man truly becomes clear. For...Christ the Lord...in the very
revelation of the mystery of the Father and his love, fully reveals
man to himself and brings to light his most high calling.”* The
human vocation in every age — analog or digital — is to love
because “man can fully discover his true self only in a sincere
giving of himself.”® Because Christian humanism is a Christ-
centered humanism, it cannot be detached from the event of
the incarnation in which God decided to “take on flesh” and
lived, worked, even died among us in the person of Jesus
Christ. Christian humanism insists that the measure of human
maturity is “the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ”
(Eph 4:13). Thus, Christian humanism rejects the notion that
the human person is the end-product of a series of accidental
biochemical processes that is able to display will, emotions and
desires. The inner working of the human mind is not equivalent
to a much more complex network of wires found in computer
systems.

Therefore, pastoral and evangelizing communication in
the digital age and in the post- pandemic Church demands
prophetic voices to counter the technocratic paradigm and
to refute the embedded assumptions of the digital culture.
Instead, this communication advocates a digital humanism
that promotes faith in God and not faith in technology,
resisting the “technocratic paradigm” as the primary operating
paradigm in human development. This means promoting
integral development aimed at achieving true human agency
and authenticity. This entails making responsible choices in
employing technology and prudent processing and judgment
of information aimed at the common good. It also entails
prioritizing human dignity over profit and efficiency. And it calls
every ICT user to awareness and desire to leave an ethical digital
footprint in the digital spaces that we visit, congregate and even
make our “home”.

A digital humanism based solidly on Christian humanism
can resist the negative forces of impersonal and deceptive
algorithms aimed at intrusion and profit making. It can also help
overcome tendencies towards spreading falsehoods, instigating
social, political and religious conflicts, solidifying prejudices, and
exacerbating division. Therefore, faith communication in the age
of ICT must insist on the philosophical and theological vision
of the human person as firmly and fully embodied individuals.
ICT and other digital technologies can only be truly valuable
when they help us to more fully understand and appreciate this
reality so that we become better individuals and members of the

Church — the Body of Christ — and the global human family.
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This study of the pastoral challenges presented by the
increasing pervasiveness of information and communication
technology in our daily life confirms what the Church has
understood and warned for a long time: technological advances
can be as detrimental to human development as it can help. This
studpdoes not deviate from this premise. Rather it explores and
identifies the potential benefits and the pastoral challenges that
are particular to the digital milieu characterized by a myriad of
applications of ICT. Experience and wisdom inform Church
leaders oveg the years that it is neither realistic nor ultimately
beneficial for the Church to denigrate and reject technological
advancements. The Church through her members at every
level not only incorporate technology into their daily lives but
also often depend on it for the very pastoral and evangelizing
mission of the Church. Thus, the Church would expose herself
filled with hypocrisy if the attitudes and words of Church leaders
are contrary to actual behavior with respect to how they make
use of technology in their ministry and personal lives. What
the Church can and has been doing is to impart her wisdom in
helping the faithful and all people to understand the true nature,
value, and function of technology in human development. At the
same time, the Church also exercises her prophetic role in calling
out trends in technological development and applications that
are detrimental to integral human development and contrary to
the Gospel values of justice, peace, love, and harmony.

In terms of the pastoral challenges presented by ICT, this
paper demonstrates the need for the Church and her pastoral
leaders to skillfully and wisely navigate the realm of technology
in order to put this gift granted by God to the best use. This
demands that pastoral leaders and faith communicators have
a good grasp of the various dimensions of ICT — the social,
economic, political, ecological and spiritual short-term and
long-term implications for the Church and for the world. While
the scope of this paper does not allow detailed discussions on
many of the issues raised, the wide range of opportunities,
challenges, and directions to address the issues mentioned call
for ongoing and concerted effort by the Church at the universal
and local levels to take seriously the task at hand. Only when
the Church effectively exerts positive influence on the world
with her wisdom and spiritual insights, courageously challenges
technology experts and the general public with her prophetic
voice, and prudently makes use of ICT in her own pastoral and
evangelizing communication can the Church truly promote and
serve the Kingdom of God in the world.
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