The Internet and Solidarity

Today we are living in a world which is
growing ever “smaller” and where, as a result, it would seem to be easier for all of us to be neighbours.
Developments in travel and communications technology are bringing us closer together and making us
more connected, even as globalization makes us increasingly interdependent. Nonetheless, divisions,
which are sometimes quite deep, continue to exist within our human family. On the global level we
see a scandalous gap between the opulence of the wealthy and the utter destitution of the poor. Often
we need only walk the streets of a city to see the contrast between people living on the street and the
brilliant lights of the store windows. We have become so accustomed to these things that they no
longer unsettle us. Our world suffers from many forms of exclusion, marginalization and poverty, to
say nothing of conflicts born of a combination of economic, political, ideological, and, sadly, even
religious motives.

In a world like this, media can help us to feel closer to one another, creating a sense of the unity of the
human family which can in turn inspire solidarity and serious efforts to ensure a more dignified life for
all. Good communication helps us to grow closer, to know one another better, and ultimately, to grow
in unity. The walls which divide us can be broken down only if we are prepared to listen and learn
from one another. We need to resolve our differences through forms of dialogue which help us grow
in understanding and mutual respect. A culture of encounter demands that we be ready not only to
give, but also to receive. Media can help us greatly in this, especially nowadays, when the networks of
human communication have made unprecedented advances. The internet, in particular, offers immense
possibilities for encounter and solidarity. This is something truly good, a gift from God.

This is not to say that certain problems do not exist…. The world of communications can help us either
to expand our knowledge or to lose our bearings. The desire for digital connectivity can have the
effect of isolating us from our neighbours, from those closest to us. We should not overlook the fact
that those who for whatever reason lack access to social media run the risk of being left behind.

While these drawbacks are real, they do not justify rejecting social media; rather, they remind us that
communication is ultimately a human rather than technological achievement….

How can we be “neighbourly” in our use of the communications media and in the new environment
created by digital technology? I find an answer in the parable of the Good Samaritan, which is also a
parable about communication. Those who communicate, in effect, become neighbours. The Good
Samaritan not only draws nearer to the man he finds half dead on the side of the road; he takes
responsibility for him. Jesus shifts our understanding: it is not just about seeing the other as someone
like myself, but of the ability to make myself like the other. Communication is really about realizing
that we are all human beings, children of God. I like seeing this power of communication as
“neighbourliness”.

As I have frequently observed, if a choice has to be made between a bruised Church which goes out to
the streets and a Church suffering from self-absorption, I certainly prefer the first. Those “streets” are
the world where people live and where they can be reached, both effectively and affectively. The
digital highway is one of them, a street teeming with people who are often hurting, men and women
looking for salvation or hope. By means of the internet, the Christian message can reach “to the ends
of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

Keeping the doors of our churches open also means keeping them open in the digital environment so
that people, whatever their situation in life, can enter, and so that the Gospel can go out to reach
everyone. We are called to show that the Church is the home of all. Are we capable of
communicating the image of such a Church? Communication is a means of expressing the missionary
vocation of the entire Church; today the social networks are one way to experience this call to discover
the beauty of faith, the beauty of encountering Christ. In the area of communications too, we need a
Church capable of bringing warmth and of stirring hearts.
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