Bernard Margueritte

The Teaching of John Paul Il and the Mission of th@éledia

John Paul Il was fascinated by the media. No pope, yart rot many
experts in journalism, have written so extensivelyualibe media, and by no
means not only every year on the occasion of the d\@ommunications Day.
But, more that that, John Paul was himself the greatesnmunicator”- much
more, one can say, than even Ronald Reagan. AlbeitRadhin| himself wrote
that ‘through the history of salvation, Christ present himself to us as the
“‘communicator” of the Father... The eternal Word made flesh, in
communicating himself” And indeed how could we achieve communion
without communication and vice-versa? And the Gospef iselews, it is the
eu-angelion, the good news. And one can say that the apostte the best
foreign correspondents of all times. In fact pope RdAwbrote that Saint Paul,
whose Letters to the Corinthians are a brilliant mgala would probably be a
journalist, if he would come back now to eafth!

The great power of the media, for good or ill, wasaiely recognized
by John Paul Il. And it is a particular responsibility €, Christians, to use this
power properly. Indeed our duty is to show our faith in agtio dealings.
“This is the great task for our generation, for all Christians of our daybring
the light of Christ into daily life. To bring it into the "modern areofauito the
vast territories of contemporary civilization and culture, of pditiand
economics. Faith cannot be lived only in the depths of the human, soul”
underlined John PadllAnd as a matter of fact, to quote again the Holy Father
“the first Areopagus of modern times is the world of communications... The
communications media have acquired such importance as to be the principal

means of guidance and inspiration for many people in their personal, familial,
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and social behavior* Indeedthe role of the media is permanently growing:
“The constant development of the means of social communication has a growing
influence on people and public opinion and this increases the responsibility of
those who are directly involved in the sector, because it inducesttherake
inspired choices in the search for truth and in serving the common good.”

The failures of the Media

So, we can serve the citizen and promote the dignitthefhuman
person. But we can also corrupt and drag down. And aldsawe more often to
deal with the failure than with the mission of the me(is we say in French,
“démission” instead of “mission”). “This is precisely whyrites John Paul,
“the Church is so concerned with the direction taken by the meansialf soc
communication, which have the duty of forming as well as informing tastir v
audience. Knowing the vast and powerful impact of the media, she megeifti
reminding communications workers of the dangers arising from the
manipulation of truth. Indeed, what truth can there be in films, showsaahd r
and television programmes dominated by pornography and violence? Do these
really serve the truth about man? Such questions are unavoidable for those who
work in the field of communications and those who have responsilatity f
creating and marketing media productsand in the same “Letter to the
Family” He adds: Is it an exaggeration to say that the mass media, if they are
not guided by sound ethical principles, fail to serve the truth iruitddmental
dimension? This is the real drama: the modern means of social commuomicati
are tempted to manipulate the message, thereby falsifying the truth afout m
Human beings are not the same thing as the images proposed in advertising and
shown by the modern mass media. They are much more, in their physical and
psychic unity, as composites of soul and body, as persons.”

The Holy Father could not accept this situation and mad@own.
Visiting Poland in 1991 He saidHaven't the principles of freedom been
uprooted from our land by the Evil hiding under different covers? Haveryt the

* Apostolic Letter “the Rapid Development”
> Message to the Catholic Union of the Italian Pr&989
® Letter to the Family (1994)



been pecked out by a variety of birds of propaganda, publications and programs
which play with our human weaknes52ind 3 days later in Wioctawek the
pope warned and aske@do not let us become embroiled in this whole
civilization of lust and abuse that grows unrestrainedly among us, taking
advantage of the various means of communication and of seductive
perversion... Is this civilization or anti-civilization? Culture or lvat anti-
culture? We ought to go back to basic notions: culture can only be what makes

the human being more human and not what simply ‘consumes’ his humanity”.

Some of the media problems

Why is it so?What are the main problems we, people of the
media, are facing? One is certaifilyked to globalisation. As said pope John
Paul Il, “globalisation is neither good or bad; it will be what the people will do
with it"®, Unfortunately so far globalisation is not showinga friendly human
face. In Le Monde Diplomatiqué, Ignacio Ramonet has shown how the
industrial giants, from the utilities, electronic acied, telephone, water or
armament sectors have jumped into the media worlder&a Online is
controlling Netscape, Time, Warner Bros and CNN; Bilites is the king of
software but also of the press photography through his pdeoibis; Rupert
Murdoch owns a variety of British and American papers, Tike Times, The
Sun, The New York Post, a satellite network BskyB arsd @ major film
production company the 2@Century Fox. Some are trying in Europe to follow
the model. Bertelsmann has a lot of papers, radios arwl fhe same is true
with Sergio Berlusconi in Italy. In France our two bigggstups are controlled
by Serge Dassault and Jean-Luc Lagardéere, both involvedtheiarmament
industry!

As writes Ramonet, dll those concentrations are a danger for the
pluralism of the press and for democracy. Moreover they put tiphasis on
profits, instead of quality” The former president oL&€ Monde Diplomatigue
continues: bne of the precious rights of the human being is the right to freely
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communicate one’s thoughts and opinions. In democratic societies, the freedom
of speech is not only guaranteed, it goes together with another fundamental
right: the right to be well informed. But this right is endangered by th
concentration of the media, by the merging of newspapers once independent
into hegemonic groups. Should the citizens accept this hijacking of tderfree

of the press? Can they tolerate that information is reduced to a banal
commodity?

Paul Krugman, who recently received the Nobel prme eiconomy,
expressed similar concerns iife New York TimésHe says almost pleasantly
that in the US you get your news from what he calls
“AOLTimeWarnerGeneralElectricDisneyWestinghouseNewsCorpnd  he
adds: the handful of organizations that supply most people with their news
have major commercial interests that inevitably tempt them to sheit
coverage, and more generally to be deferential to the ruling pattyd Paul
Krugman concludes:fér the time being, blatant media bias is still limited by
old rules and old norms of behavior. But soon the rules will be abolished, and
the norms are eroding before our eyes. Do the conflicts of intefesir highly
concentrated media constitute a threat to democracy? I've reported; you
decide”*°

This globalised concentration of media is also briggaibout a dull
uniformity of the media. Here we are faced not only with a world-wide
domination of American-made media, where for exanT@igo of all the film
series presented on the TV screens in Europe and not comhe from
Hollywood. Indeed this uniformisation is taking placetle US as well, with
media people in Colorado or South Carolina complaining-l avitnessed
personally- that they are not able to address topics riamofor the local
people, since they are channelling what is presented by rifeimr company
based in California or New York.

With this is linked a very strange phenomenon: we preterige in an
era of globalisation, yet we know less and less tbeach other! The
superficiality of our media is such that the Frenchviknwery little about the

American way of life and vice-versa, not to mentiorcofirse that the Muslim

1940 Media Res”, New York Times (29/11/2002)



do not know much about the Jew and vice-versa, just toalalexample. The
consequences are grave: instead of building mutual knowledge,are
responsible for a world-widiack of mutual understanding.

The rule of consumerism greed and money-making is certainly another
culprit. The deontology is gone. The goals are profi iatings. If there is a
feeling that sensationalism, pornography and violencéeading to those goals,
so let use them! We can only see in all this what Raud Il called, in the same
address to the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciencesady quoted, the
intrusive, even invasive character of the logic of the mark&t'the end of the
day we have what expressed openly and cynically Patridkaiyewhen he was
the president of the French television TF1. Describingdmspany’s mission he
said: ‘The job of TF1 is to help Coca-Cola to sell its product. What wedcsell
Coca-Cola is an availability of human brain-tim&"1 remember myself that at
some point in my career the director of a big newspapavhach | was the
correspondent for Eastern Europe asked me to indulge mgengationalism:
“your analyses are fine, he said; you are probably right. But you are taking i
easy being in Warsaw. My task is different: | have to sale a prosiety
morning. Today it's a newspaper, maybe tomorrow it will be soap; no
difference”. | had a hard time trying to explain that there is a raugéference
and that, while the media are a business, they ara basiness as usual since
we, journalists, are there as human beings and citegeh®ssing other human
beings and citizens and therefore we do have a particedponsibility.

When | served as a research fellow at Harvard Universitgw
years back, it was a shock for me to hear the biggesesxamthe media in
America, people at the top of our trade, expressing sa€iness at what are now
the media. Dan Rather, the famous CBS anchor (lgaenired), expressed his
dismay to see American TV, in spite of its enormmesans, going from bad to
worse and US journalists not being able to fulfil theission. ‘Our reputation
he saidhas been reduced, our credibility cracked, justifiably; this has happened
because too often for too long we have answered to the worst, not to the bes
within ourselves and within our audience” and he added: “we have allowed this

great instrument, this resource, this weapon forgbed to be squandered and
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cheapened.. The best among us hang our heads in embarrassment, even
shame” Another celebrated former anchor, Ted Koppel, expdessailar
concerns and saw in the decay of journalisihe ‘inevitable consequence of the
market place bringing its economic forces to bear on journdliEnW. Apple

Jr., the Washington bureau chief of tidet York Timésstated that fuch of
American journalistic resources and energy is today devoted to unseriokis wo

and he added that, as bad money drove out good monelyadqournalism is
driving out good journalisty concluding that fve are increasingly in the hands

of people who don’t share our values and who don’t think what we do is
important”.

Another cause of the media crisistie trivialisation of our agenda.
We are presenting on our screens or papers news thatrratevant,
sensationalist, superficial...and depressing, instead of sgidgethe topics truly
important to the society. Already the French sog®ibPierre Bourdieu noted
that: “putting the emphasis on events of little significance, filling itméed
time we have with nothing- or almost nothing- we kick out relevant ttpats
would be needed for the citizen to exercise his democratic titfBometimes,
it seems that all this could be done on purpose andsthae people are
dreaming ofa democracy without citizens If it is true, they better awake and
understand that this is leading us only to a tragedy!

This money-making approach, this focusing on “ratings” leadalss
towards the presentation of more and more violence andrseur screens but
also on many tabloids. Instead of educating the people, eMeeaominga tool
for depraving our audience and particularly the young people!

We do have as well the tendencyaweremphasize the bad newdf it
bleeds, it's leads. Today's journalist is the contraryhe eu-angelos. Indeed,
when we watch our TV news, we have 90-95% of bad, dramets, showing
all the bad sides of human behaviour. Violence, killirgyscides, corruption,
mafia, you name it. In fact, as shows the succe$sdance of an organisation
called “Reporters of hope”, there is among the publiclinganot for a rosy
approach to the reality, but for a much more balancedeptason of the

realities of our world, where- thanks God!- we stillvéanany people working
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for the good. Indeed, reminds us John Paulili, & large strata of today's
society there is a strong desire for good which is not always adequately
acknowledged in newspapers and radio-television news bulletins, where the
parameters for evaluating events are often marked by commercial thtoer
by social criteria. There is a tendency to favour "what hits the head)iméat
is "sensational", instead of what would help people understand world events
better. The danger is the distortion of the trutfi.”

Another difficulty is paradoxically linked to the technoloai progress.
We can now report immediately from any part of the lskoTed Koppel,
already mentioned, said that the fact that he is abd®@mment events live from
anywhere is a “technological tour de force”, but atsame time he is conscious
that his work is not as good as it was, since he hasneotd prepare, to reflect
and to edit his program. Similarly, we now have all fdogts we want, but for
what good? We have everything on the internet and on 500 Tivhelsa We
are inundated by news, everywhere and every minute.eAsawe fast-food, we
are getting accustomed tast-news”.

Therefore we have the information, but we don’t krtbe& meaningof
the news. As rightly wrote John Paul ITHis is certainly not an easy mission in
an age such as ours, in which there exists the conviction that theofime
certainties is irretrievably past. Many people, in fact, beliédva humanity
must learn to live in a climate governed by an absence of meaning, by the
provisional and by the fleetirig?

This is linked as well with the growing importance of theernet. This
is a fabulous tool, not only allowing us to get accesalltpossible news and
topics, but also giving the possibility to any citizenget his/her message
across. At the same time however, it is difficaltassess the credibility of the
news and to know how reliable is the source we are rgadwhn Paul Il
addressed this topic as wellThe essence of the Internet in fact is that it
provides an almost unending flood of information, much of which passes in a
momentlin a culture which feeds on the ephemeral there can easily be afrisk
believing that it is facts that matter, rather than values. The neteoffers

extensive knowledge, but it does not teach values; and when values are
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disregarded, our very humanity is demeaned and man easily loses sight of
transcendent dignity. Despite its enormous potential for good, some of the
degrading and damaging ways in which the Internet can be used are already
obvious to all, and public authorities surely have a responsibility to guarantee
that this marvellous instrument serves the common good and does not become a
source of harm...Attention is rivetted on what is tangible, useful, ihstant
available; the stimulus for deeper thought and reflection may be lacking...
Understanding and wisdom are the fruit of a contemplative eye upon th& worl
and do not come from a mere accumulation of facts, no matter how
interesting.™

Yet another reason for the decay of journalism is \&@mple: the
natural laziness of journalists To write a sensational piece attacking someone
IS easy: you seat at your computer and put it on themsc@n the other hand if
you want to write about a serious matter, you have tgodw home work, do
intensive research and at the end, you need more tekjhieesent this “serious”
reporting in an attractive way. Laziness is pushing mediplpetoward bad
journalism. In fact it is my contention thamly professional journalism can be

ethical and only ethical journalism can be professional.

The quest for the mission of the media

Therefore the main question remains: what is the trssiom of the
media? How to find it back? How can we, people ofrttexlia, overcome the
challenges of our time. Here, as always, John Paulfds usThe problems
and opportunities created by new technology, by the process of globalization, by
deregulation and privatization of the media present new ethical and indeed
spiritual challenges to those who work in social communications. These
challenges will be met effectively by those who accept thatingethe human
person, building up community grounded in solidarity and justice and love, and
speaking the truth about human life and its final fulfilment in God wees, ar
and will remain at the heart of ethics in the media’ (Ethics in Coma@ations,
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No. 33).”® Well, this is already quite a programme! But, of coursecan find

much more in the teaching of our beloved pope. Speaking iome keountry

he said in 1991:the mass media should defend freedom, but also the respect
for the dignity of the person; they should support authentic culture, whitie
common good of a nation, express its dignity and greatness and for that reason
is of utmost importance. The society must be informed honestlgnformity

with the truth and the dignity of the nation. The press, movies, rathboisien,
theater have to inform the public, create and protect a culture thatibaterto

his enlightment and not to his weakness or destruction. They ought to be imbued
by the Gospel*” On another occasion the pope wrotBy “stressing themes
such as peace, honesty, life, the family, and by not giving excespiwance

to negative facts, they can help establish a new humanism that opelt®tke

to hope.™8

It is true of course that John Paul Il was not the fim the Church to pay
great attention to the media. Paul VI had for us atgdaice:“Levate capita
vestra! Heads up! Look up! This is a calling that seemingly dodgnthe
journalists. Your trade indeed ask you to look at things from a down-to-earth
and profane angle: that is to put your head down to have it at the level of the
happenings you have to report about...The journalist however has an inherent
duty to bring light around him and for that he must himself discover where
comes from the true light on the events of this worid.”

But we can go much farther and in fact John Paul lindsus thatthe
apostle Paul has a clear message for those engaged in communications
(politicians, professional communicators, spectators), ‘Thereforeingusiway
falsehood, speak the truth, each one to his neighbor, for we are mesnbker
another... No foul language should come out of your mouths, but only such as is
good for needed edification, that it may impart grace to those who hear4Eph
25, 29)"%°

The fact of the matter is nevertheless that, to méeast, the most

precious guidance given to the media by pope John Pau&dl asticulated
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during one of His speeches to the Pontifical CounciSiocial Communications
when He said that the mission of the media is bfagenuine response to the
Gospel injunction to bring "good news to the poor, liberty to captives and new
sight to the blind" (Lk 4:18)* Good news to the poarYes, a necessary part
of what the media should do is to fight for social gestiThis is part of our
Christian call for the respect of the dignity of thentan personLiberty to
captives One mission of the media should be to fight agaitiskiad of
oppression. Media and Freedom. They go together. Not balfréedom from
tyranny, from authoritarianism, but also from the powerhef State or the
power of money. But more important than the “freedoomft is the “freedom

to”. The freedom to build together, inspired by our medianew covenant.
Sight to the Blind. Our mission in the media is indeed to give the people
everything they need to understand what is happening around Treay.
should not be blind anymore to the world around us, but betabileake up
their own mind. We should add to this that if the peoptautd not be blind they
should also not be voiceless. Therefore anotheingdibr the media, according

to Matthew: What | say to you in the darkness, speak in the light; what you
hear whispered, proclaim on the housetdfs’is to be the voice of the
voiceless. Should we try to be fateful to this oalito our true mission?

| must confess to you that | was very privileged to dtanvork as a
journalist under the guidance of a great man of the metdibert Beuve-Mery,
the founder of “Le Monde”. From the start, he told nte: Wwork in the media
should be a calling; we should never forget that our mission is twofoloe &
pillar of democracy and to bring people togethéte explained that we are not
here to tell the people what they should think, but tdblenthem to make up
their own mind. We are here to serve. In fact in aqarodl way a journalist is
always a civil servant and all media are always pubgdia.

“Something happensise to say Beuve-Merypur first duty is to give
the facts: What? Why? Who? Where? When? But it's not enough. Find the
historical, economic, social, etc. sources of this event or swuafihen tell
your reader, listener, viewer, what various persons or pasigggest to do

about it, and then, my friend, your reader will have everything he/stdsrte
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make up his/her own mind an be a citizen, and then, my friend, wevevilh a
democracy” For him our role what to give our audienoat only what they
want to get, but what they need to know

Our second mission, which is a blessing, a joy, a privilegéo write
about the “other”, the other people, the other cultune, dther religion, the
other way of life, and bring all that to our readers bhokne. So, we are
bringing people together. We allow them to know each ptieeunderstand
each other, to respect each other.

Therefore the role of the mediats move from information to inter-
formation, from understanding to mutual understanding. We are a pillar of

democracy and we are aiming at building a new covenaheiworld.

The media and the civilization of love

This is of course a calling for Christian people in thedia, but by all
means not for them alone. This is a calling for allgleowho cherish spiritual
values, no matter where they get them from, for adipee of good will. We
have to learn from each other. As a matter of fastwrote Saint-Exupéry: “to
love is not to look at each other, it is to look togetim the same direction”.
Indeed, when in May 1999 | had- with the founder of “The magonal
Communications Forum”, Bill Porter- the great priviletgespeak to the Holy
Father and when | said that we have in our organizatidéew agnostics but
mostly people of faiths, of all faiths on earth, Was very happy and said: “Ok!
That’s very good, that’s the way it should be!”

Indeed the call for globalization, not of money buteért and love, the call

for the respect of the dignity of the person did mattsvith us. When the ICF had a

media conference in India | learned a splendid poerneditharva Veda:
“We are the birds of the same nest

We may wear different feathers

We may speak different tongues

We may believe in different religions

We may belong to different cultures

Yet, we share the same home, Earth
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Born on the same planet
Covered by the same skies
Gazing at the same stars
Breathing the same air
We must learn to live together
Or, miserably to perish together
For, a person can live individually
But can only survive in a community”

And that was written 5000 years ago! What a magnificerntfaathe
true globalisation our media should promote!

In fact, more and more media people realise thadtave to change. But,
as said John Paul Hthe positive development of the media at the service of the
common good is a responsibility of each and every Tne'is the task of the
journalists, of the media owners, but also of the publicp by reading the
honest newspaper or watching the intelligent TV progransneltimately
deciding which way the media will go.

As far as we are concerned, we, in the InternatiGoanmunications

Forum, we try to promote the true mission of the medisst to quote a few
sentences of ouiSarajevo Commitment”, adopted in this bruised and symbolic city
in 2000, we are convinced thatvé shall inform you to the best of our ability, with
clarity and honesty, with independence of mind, of what is truly happenihg in t
world at the level of the individual, the family, the communitg, nation and the
region. We shall present the facts and explain the facts, and somendf asn
with modesty to interpret them. As we succeed in doing taikelieve that you,
the people, will be enabled to make the right decisions, to ele@ppaint the best
leaders and to build a fair, just and compassionate society.
We seek a world in which everyone cares enough and everyone shares smough
that everyone will have enough; a world in which the work and wealth evdHd
are available to all at the exploitation of none...
We shall be working to raise up and not to drag down. We shall challenge our

politicians to work for the next generation and not the next electionsh@llework
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to educate, through all the means of communication, generations who will be able
to confront the challenges of their age with competence and vision.

We shall combine freedom with responsibility, talent with humpitizilege with
service, comfort with sacrifice and concern with courage. Wesee#hat change

in society begins with change in ourselves...

We shall not cease to strive until every gun is silent, evgngtice righted and
every human being enabled to live a life of satisfaction and purpose”.

Let me tell you that it was a great encouragement foo get during the mentioned
audience in 1999 the blessing of pope John Paul Il “for ctiuity”.

At the end of all this, we can reach the concluskat bur problem is not
the problem of the media. Media, the first Areopagusiodlern times, as said John
Paul Il, are but a part of the broad picture. Our fightestore the dignity of the
media, to have media fulfilling their mission, servimg tpeople, being a pillar of
democracy and mutual understanding between people is opdytaand it was
certainly seen as such by John Paul II- of our globat fghuild the civilisation of
love, to move from the civilization of materialistmedonism, consumerism, hatred
and violence to the civilization of respect for the lamnperson, the civilization of
life, yes the civilization of love.

We are facing now a time of great crisis (not onlynaificial crisis or even
an economic crisis but a crisis of civilization) timay work like a catharsis, that
may paradoxically give us a great opportunity for changpe Benedict XVI just
said during the General Audience that we, the faithfahtwto see the end of this
unjust world and added: ,of course we don’'t want to witness now the end of the
world. On the other hand however we do want the end of this unjust Wéeldlso
want that this world change profoundly, that starts a civilisation of Ithat,comes
a world of justice, peace, without violence and hungér.”

Indeed | may repeat: the call for honest media, ats#divice of the dignity
of the people, is but a part of our call for the civtisa of love. This is- following
the teaching of pope John Paul II- our task for the Befitury, it is the task of the
new generation, it igour magnificent, enthusiastic task. | have no doubt: you wil
stand up to it!
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