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In 54 B.C., Julius Caesar's letter from Britain reached Cicero in Rome in twenty-nine days, thanks to Roman roads. The Empire had some 51,000 miles of paved highways, for its growth and survival depended upon the rapid movement of information and armies. 

  
The ancient Egyptians and the Persians had sited post stations some 30 miles apart, linked by fast horsemen, to carry important messages. In Greece as early as 1100 B.C., beacon fires were used to flash signals between mountain peaks. Homer described this system in the Iliad: 

“Thus, from some far-away beleaguered island, where all day long the men have fought a desperate battle from their city walls, the smoke goes up to heaven; but no sooner has the sun gone down than the light from the line of beacons blazes up and shoots into the sky to warn the neighbouring islanders and bring them to the rescue in their ships.” 

By 1834, however, communications had not improved that much. Sir Robert Peel, hurrying to get back to Britain, took 30 days to travel from Rome to London.

Then came the technological revolution – first steam power and the railways, then telephone and radio, next television and air travel, the internet, e-mail, text messaging and video-phones. Now millions can participate from a distance in great celebrations like Pope John Paul II’s funeral and Pope Benedict’s inauguration.

The world has changed beyond recognition. Youngsters are less inclined to take their cue from their parents, and more influenced by what they see on the small screen. On TV: “It is commonplace to view events, from sports to wars, happening in real time on the other side of the planet.” On the internet: “People can tap directly into quantities of data beyond the reach of many scholars and students just a short time ago. An individual can ascend to heights of human genius and virtue, or plunge to the depths of human degradation, while sitting alone at a keyboard and screen.” Media in Communications (Pont. Coun. Soc. Comm. 2000)

Perhaps due to a failure to analyse and act upon these far-reaching changes in society, the Catholic Church in Britain continued to rely upon an old fashioned form of passing on the faith – from parents to children, in schools and in parishes – but failed to develop much of a presence in the media. 

John Paul II, however, described the media as "the first Areopagus of the modern age . . . for many the chief means of information and education, of guidance and inspiration in their behaviour as individuals, families, and within society at large" (Redemptoris Missio, 37).

Nearly all the Church’s resources are tied up in parish structures and the schools system. The proportion of money and person-power dedicated to evangelisation via the media is negligible in comparison.

Under Bishop Agnellus Andrew, the Catholic Church used to have its own media training centre at Hatch End, but that was closed down in 1990.

We are one of the few large European nations without any Catholic TV or even local radio stations.  So we have allowed ourselves to be overwhelmingly outgunned by the secular media.

Catholics are therefore reduced to a grudging gratitude for the few religious crumbs that fall from the secular network programmers’ schedules – when they are not slamming us, that is.

Even in these days of satellite TV, when ASTRA carries eight Protestant Evangelical stations, we are still waiting for Mother Angelica’s EWTN to be given a slot. Have the bishops brought any pressure to bear that we might enjoy this free Catholic TV station?

Most of our dioceses have press and media officers, who do their best in responding to enquiries from the media, and providing spokespersons when some controversy arises. However, such interviews tend to focus upon issues reflecting the media sex agenda:  bioethics, gays, condoms and AIDS, prostitution, celibacy. 

The few priests who present local radio programmes, are seldom given the chance to offer a straight down the line presentation of the Gospel message and its challenge to conversion. Ecumenical blandness and political correctness are de rigueur.

When programme researchers ring round searching for a participant in some moral discussion, they usually already know exactly what sort of speaker they are looking for – a liberal Catholic who can be relied upon to criticise the faith, or a “traditional” Catholic who can be set up as a stool pigeon against people who have a personal grouse against the Church. The programme’s producers can then claim that “a balance of opinions” is being respected, when in fact the whole discussion was slanted from the outset.

Camera angle, background and lighting also need to be borne in mind. A skilled cameraman can make the same interviewee look sincere or sinister, honest or pompous or stupid, just by altering the angle of the shot, picking up on little mannerisms, or selecting his background shots cunningly.

Only 10% of film recorded is used in the average TV programme, so interviewees and debaters are almost entirely in the editor’s hands. He can select material to give the impression he wishes, while fostering the illusion that he is showing a free, unbiased discussion. How many fine phrases and eloquent explanations languish on the cutting room floor, while blunders and stutterings are beamed out across the ether!

In my limited experience, the interviewer is often waiting for you to say just one particular line, which he will then remove from its context. You may have spent five minutes giving a well-reasoned supporting argument, but he already knows what phrase he wants from you. 

There is much to be said for insisting that questions be written out in advance, and refusing to prolong the interview beyond ten minutes. 

After all, you can always tell the interviewer and cameraman to clear off – it’s not that important that you or I should be on TV – and certainly not in order to serve someone else’s agenda – be it to show that the Church is “out of touch” or “wishy-washy” or “hard line” or whatever.

During the “trial by television” of Archbishop Ward of Cardiff, over the Joe Jordan affair, the then Rector of the English College Rome was interviewed. In response to a difficult question he was shown unable to answer, opening and closing his mouth like a goldfish, for about twenty seconds. 

What the viewer was not told was that the interviewer had filmed him for an hour and a half remorselessly, and then showed this one moment when his attention lapsed. 

One does indeed need to be “wise as serpents but harmless as doves” to entertain the modern media.

Another communications apostolate is that of letter writing to the Press. The recent outbursts of anti-Catholic venom in the letter columns at the election of Benedict XVI, show how necessary it is that bigots should be courteously challenged. Every literate Catholic can play his part, but surely this is also the role of a Catholic Communications Service?

We live in a world dominated as never before by the media: “The contents of this vast outpouring range from hard news to pure entertainment, prayer to pornography, contemplation to violence. Depending on how they use media, people can grow in sympathy and compassion or become isolated in a narcissistic, self-referential world of stimuli with near-narcotic effects. Not even those who shun the media can avoid contact with others who are deeply influenced by them.” (MC)

Often, too, the media popularize the ethical relativism and utilitarianism that underlie today's culture of death. They try to imprison man’s supernatural yearnings within the confines of rationalism and scepticism. Today's media often mirror the post-modern state of a human spirit "locked within the confines of its own immanence without reference of any kind to the transcendent" (Fides et Ratio, 81).

They participate in the contemporary "conspiracy against life" if they "lend credit to that culture which presents recourse to contraception, sterilization, abortion and even euthanasia as a mark of progress and a victory of freedom, while depicting as enemies of freedom and progress those positions which are unreservedly pro-life" (Evangelium Vitae, 17). 

A free press is a great blessing, but freedom of expression cannot be unlimited. There are obvious instances where no right to communicate exists - libel and slander, messages that seek to foster hatred and conflict, obscenity and pornography, the morbid depiction of violence. Free expression should always observe principles like truth, fairness, and respect for privacy.

This Sunday, John Paul II’s message comes to us from beyond the grave. “My prayer on this year’s World Communications Day is that the men and women of the media will play their part in breaking down the dividing walls of hostility in our world, walls that separate peoples and nations from one another, feeding misunderstanding and mistrust. May they use the resources at their disposal to strengthen the bonds of friendship and love that clearly signal the onset of the Kingdom of God here on earth.”

