Homily Notes for World Communications Day
Sunday 13 May 2018

[bookmark: _GoBack]Pope Francis’ Message for this year’s World Communications Day presents us with the challenge of moving beyond “fake news” and working towards Journalism for Peace. This sounds like a tall order, but it is clearly a task worth taking seriously. There is no way we can simply allow fake news to flourish; we cannot eliminate it, but we can try to do better ourselves.

Most priests will groan if they think back to the philosophy they studied in their seminary days. If they hear the word "epistemology", many will wrack their brains to remember what it was about. Of all the subjects taught to future priests, this is potentially their best weapon in fighting the "fakeness" of “fake news”. These lessons which are now in the dim and distant past for most of them were an attempt to help those young priests-to-be to work out whether it is possible to talk about truth. Many of their contemporaries no longer speak of truth; at best they join in the common refrain of responding to a challenge by saying "well, that may be true for you…". That means that a thing can be true for one person but not for others. This is the relativism that Pope Benedict thought was such a pernicious influence in the world. Quite unusually, seminarians are encouraged to explore the idea that, if a statement is true, it is true for everyone. This is not fashionable, but it is important to ask the question. A good philosophy teacher will have tried to help his students think logically and not give way to emotional bias or prejudice, things which affect us all. He or she will also have tried to help them see that what makes a statement true is not who said it, but whether it corresponds to reality [we can’t go into questions about what reality is today. I can hear the sighs of relief].

This is not the way social media encourages us to deal with the world. One way to test yourself is to ask whether you simply react to what you read or respond thoughtfully. Responding in a useful way takes much more energy than reacting immediately, and yet most of us react instantly, for example, in e-mail 'conversations'. Reacting instantly does not allow us to ponder what we have read, but expresses our 'gut reaction', often in a way we regret later on. These exchanges have very little to do with truth, and everything to do with letting the world know about our feelings. Back in those epistemology classes, we were never encouraged to express our feelings, much less to hurl abuse at people who said things we didn’t like. We were encouraged to do something far less exciting, to think hard about things we and other people say, and to allow reason and logic to show us whether those things we and others said make sense. This approach is yet another unfashionable but excellent thing. Just imagine if there was a rule that we had to wait 24 hours before replying to an e-mail or a Tweet or a newspaper article. What’s the betting that our language would be far more moderate and closer to the truth of the matter? This is what Pope Francis means by allowing “fake news” to give way to peaceful and accurate reporting. It’s not jibes or clever remarks, but speaking the truth, that will set us free from falsehood and evil (cf. John 8,32). Perhaps the best advice we can pass on, and try to live by ourselves, is to take time when we read things that disturb us, to take enough time to make a calm response. This would create less heat and allow us to transform that energy into shedding some valuable light on the subject. There is also an old tradition of asking the Holy Spirit to help us in understanding things and living with our fellow men and women: "O guide our minds with thy blest light; with love our hearts inflame". These words, uttered in our hearts, can really help us and those with whom we seek to communicate, whether it is the Sunday congregation, people who annoy us with their views on social media, or even our friends.

One of the most insidious factors in the creation of “fake news” is repetition. Every day there are astounding examples of people simply repeating something they have read, without even thinking to check to see if it has any basis in fact. Much of what we read are simply assertions, which were given very short shrift centuries ago: quidquid gratis asseritur libere negatur - gratuitous assertions may be freely denied. Indeed, they should be denied until they can be proved to be true. Once an untrue assertion has taken hold, it is very difficult to recover the truth of the matter, as some of us know from bitter experience! It is irresponsible to pass on information that we have not checked, because we can very often unwittingly be spreading a lie, and lies like that can do enormous damage to individuals and to institutions. Our congregations include people who are worried and disgusted by things they read and hear about the Catholic Church, so they may be the first who need to be encouraged to check whether what they have read or heard is true. We are not encouraging people to hide the truth or to hide away from it, especially when it concerns the sad and bad behaviour of people who represent the Church, but to be sure that we do what we can to prevent “fake news” spreading.

It may help to pass on to our congregations what Pope Francis says he means by a "journalism for peace". He is talking about "a journalism that is truthful and opposed to falsehoods, rhetorical slogans and sensational headlines…, a journalism less concentrated on breaking news than on exploring the underlying causes of conflicts…, a journalism committed to pointing out alternatives to the escalation of shouting matches and verbal violence". The truth about so many situations is complex; I remember how helpful it was, during one of the Israeli Defence Force’s incursions into Gaza, to watch several news channels each day, to hear different stories about the same events - I think I can safely say no one presentation told the whole truth, but I think I had a much clearer picture than if I had decided to watch my favourite news broadcaster and nothing else. The Pope is right about moving beyond those "breaking news" headlines that float across our television screens, which give us the impression we know all we need to know - we don’t! He is so right, too, about "shouting matches" and "verbal violence": these poisonous behaviours are present even within the Church, and we are all challenged to be far more charitable and thoughtful, "opposed to falsehoods" and "rhetorical slogans" about our fellow-believers, which are definitely “fake news” and have nothing to do with peace. This year’s message challenges us all.
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