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Abstract

With the development and advancement of technological realities
like smart phones, social media, fingerprint recognition, artificial
intelligence, to mention but a few, great strides have been
accomplished in the digital sector plunging humanity into a digital
age, in which the world has become a global village. The
emergence of the digital age has permeated every facet of life,
including politics, health, sports, and, significantly, the Church.
As the Body of Christ, the Church must engage meaningfully with
the digital world, while remaining faithful to Scriptures and the
living tradition of the Church as interpreted through magisterial
teaching. This paper, therefore, seeks to interrogate the theological
and pastoral implications of digital technology in the life of the
Church, considering its impact on liturgy, catechesis, and ecclesial
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communion. It examines challenges such as the risk of digital
individualism, misinformation, the commodification of faith, and
the erosion of sacramental presence. At the same time, it
underscores the prospects for global evangelization, online
discipleship and mentorship, access to catechetical information
and, the fostering of authentic Christian witness in virtual spaces.
It also echoes the Church’s perspective that the digital age presents
an opportunity to build an ecclesial community characterized by
love and solidarity, extending the call to be ‘loving neighbors’
even to fellow digital inhabitants.

Key words: Church; Digital Age; Technology; Challenges;
Prospects; Ecclesial Community.

Introduction

The rapid evolution of digital technology has brought about
profound changes in the ways human beings communicate,
interact socially, and access knowledge. The digital age? shaped
by the internet, mobile connectivity, artificial intelligence, and the
pervasive reach of social media has fundamentally altered the
structure of global society. This change poses both significant
opportunities and pressing challenges for the Catholic Church as

2 Modern research and writings attest that we have transitioned from the digital
age to the Artificial Intelligence (AI) age, marked by ground-breaking
advancements such as China’s Deepseek Al, which has disrupted the global Al
market. In response, the Church has released Antiqua et Nova (2025), a
document from the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith and the Dicastery for
Culture and Education, addressing ethical challenges, limitations, and the
imperative that Al complement and not replace human intelligence. Dicastery
for the Doctrine of the Faith and Dicastery for Culture and Education, Antiqua
et Nova, January 14, 2025.



OPARA: The Church in the Digital Age 3

it seeks to remain faithful to its missionary identity in an
increasingly digitized world.

In this new cultural milieu, the Church is called not merely
to adapt, but to engage creatively and evangelically. Pope Francis,
in Evangelii Gaudium, urges the Church to move towards the
“existential peripheries” of society,’ a mandate that now clearly
includes the digital domain; a vast, ever-expanding space where
billions of people daily seek meaning, belonging, and truth. The
digital world is not merely a tool or a neutral platform; it is a
cultural and anthropological environment that shapes human
consciousness and behavior. Therefore, the Church’s engagement
with digital technologies must be theologically grounded,
pastorally sensitive, and missionally proactive.

It is against this backdrop that this paper seeks to examine the
implications of digital technology for the life and mission of the
Church, guided by magisterial teachings such as: Inter Mirifica,
Ad Gentes, Evangelii Nuntiandi, Redemptoris Missio, Evangelii
Gaudium, and other Church and papal documents.* Thus, the
digital age serves as an invitation to the Church to reconsider how
she proclaims the Gospel, catechize the faithful, and build
ecclesial communion. Nonetheless, complex challenges from

3 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium [The Joy of the Gospel], 2013, n. 20.

* Ad Gentes (1965), which articulates the Church’s missionary imperative in a
changing world; Evangelii Nuntiandi (1975), which identifies evangelization as
central to the Church’s identity; Redemptoris Missio (1990), which harps on the
urgency of mission in new cultural contexts; and Evangelii Gaudium (2013),
which calls for a renewed and bold approach to evangelization in contemporary
society. Vatican Council II, Ad Gentes [Decree on the Mission Activity of the
Church], 1965; Pope Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi [ Apostolic Exhortation on
Evangelization in the Modern World], 1975; Pope John Paul II, Redemptoris
Missio [On the Permanent Validity of the Church’s Missionary Mandate], 1990.
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digital individualism, misinformation, the commodification of
faith, and the dilution of sacramental presence abounds. In
response, the Church must develop a renewed pastoral strategy;
one that harnesses the potential of digital media while preserving
the depth, integrity, and embodied character of Christian
witnessing.

Theological and Ecclesiological Foundations
Biblical Perspectives on Communication and Evangelization

The Church’s mission in the digital age finds deep roots in
Scripture, where God’s people have always adapted modes of
communication to proclaim the Gospel. Two central paradigms in
Scripture illuminate this reality:

1. The Great Commission in a Digital Context (Matthew
28:19-20): Christ’s command to “go and make disciples
of all nations” transcends time and medium. While the
early Church spread the Gospel through oral preaching and
personal witness, today’s digital landscape offers
unparalleled global reach. The essence of the Great
Commission remains unchanged “making disciples,” but
the methods must adapt by incorporating current practices.
Social media, podcasts, and online catechesis become
modern equivalents of the apostolic kerygma, allowing the
Church to “teach all that I have commanded” (Mt 28:20)
across borders instantaneously. However, as Pope Francis
warns, digital evangelization must avoid mere “virtual
witness” and foster authentic encounter.’

5 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium [The Joy of the Gospel], n. 88.
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2. St. Paul’s Use of Letters as Mediated Communication:
The Apostle Paul exemplifies innovative evangelization,
employing the most advanced communication technology
of his time, the writing of epistles. His letters® were not just
theological treatises, but pastoral tools addressing real
communities, correcting errors, and sustaining faith across
distances. In today’s terms, Paul’s epistles functioned
like ancient blogs or podcasts authored for broad
circulation, adapted to local contexts, and meant to be read
aloud in gatherings (Col 4:16). His adaptability (1 Cor
9:22: “I have become all things to all people”) provides a
model for the Church’s engagement with digital media.’

The Church’s Tradition and the Role of Media

The Catholic Church has long understood the importance of
communication media as instruments for evangelization and
catechesis, recognizing their potential to either elevate human

¢ Scripture scholars in considering the letters of Paul have generated the facts
of Paul’s undisputed and disputed letters. By the undisputed letters, Paul is
argued to have written them himself; while the disputed letters could probably
have been written by people who had a strong affiliation to Paul. St Paul’s
undisputed letters include: Romans, I and II Corinthians, Galatians, I
Thessalonians, Philippians, and Philemon. The Disputed letters include:
Ephesians, Colossians, I and II Timothy, II Thessalonians, and Titus.

7 For instance, the online content must be contextual (e.g., TikTok apologetics
for youth, theological podcasts for intellectuals); Medium must serve
communion (Paul’s letters strengthened unity; digital tools should do the same);
and Truth must be communicated with charity (Eph 4:15: “speaking the truth
in love”). Consequently, the Church, as the “sacrament of communion” Vatican
Council II, Lumen Gentium [Dogmatic Constitution on the Church], n. 1, must
ensure digital spaces foster real belonging, not isolation. While Paul’s letters
bridged distances, they always pointed toward embodied community (e.g., the
Eucharist, Acts 2:42). Similarly, today’s digital evangelization must
complement, not replace, sacramental and parish life.
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dignity or contribute to cultural degradation. Grounded in both
theological reflection and pastoral concern, the Church’s approach
to media has developed through key magisterial teachings that
articulate an evolving vision of communication in the light of
faith.

The foundational document in this regard is Inter Mirifica,
the Second Vatican Council’s Decree on the Means of Social
Communication, promulgated in 1963 by Pope Paul VI. As the
Church’s first major engagement with modern media, Inter
Mirifica recognized media technologies: radio, television, film,
and print as “gifts of God”,® capable of profound influence on
society. The document called for a moral use of media, insisting
that communication must serve truth and the common good.’ It
further buttressed the need for the faithful to develop a critical
conscience regarding their consumption of media,'® and it
entrusted bishops with the responsibility of employing media for
catechesis and evangelization.'!

This initial engagement was significantly deepened in
subsequent post-conciliar reflections, notably in Communio et
Progressio (1971) and Aetatis Novae (1992). Communio et
Progressio, issued as a pastoral instruction on the implementation
of Inter Mirifica, advanced the Church’s vision by framing media
as a means for fostering communion and solidarity. It urged that

8 Vatican Council II, Inter Mirifica [Decree on the Means of Social
Communication], n. 1.

 Vatican Council II, Inter Mirifica [Decree on the Means of Social
Communication], n. 11.

10 Vatican Council II, Inter Mirifica [Decree on the Means of Social
Communication], nn. 9, 16.

""" Vatican Council 1I, Inter Mirifica [Decree on the Means of Social
Communication], n. 13.
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communication be dialogical rather than monological'> and
underscored the incarnational dimension of communication: “The
Church seeks to make the Christian message incarnate in modern
culture.”’® Media, in this light, are not merely neutral tools but
spaces where the Gospel must be meaningfully embedded and
lived.

Building on this, Aetatis Novae addressed the rapid
development of digital technologies and their implications for the
Church’s mission. It stressed the inculturation of the Gospel in and
through media,'* advocating for a preferential option for the poor
in terms of media access and equity.!> Furthermore, it called for
the integration of media into the life of local communities,
particularly parishes, as a means of enhancing catechesis and
participation in ecclesial life.'¢

The theological and pastoral trajectory of these documents
finds renewed expression in Pope Benedict XVI’s apostolic
exhortation Verbum Domini (2010), particularly in his reflections
on the role of Scripture in the digital age. Benedict identified the
internet and digital spaces as the “new Areopagus,”!’ invoking St.
Paul’s engagement with Athenian culture in Acts 17:22-34. He
insisted that the Word of God must find expression and witness in
these new forums. Yet, he also cautioned against the superficial
tendencies of digital culture, warning of the “fragmentation of

12 Pontifical Council for Social Communications, Communio et Progressio,
1971, n. 11.

13 Pontifical Council for Social Communications, Communio et Progressio,
1971, n. 12.

14 Pontifical Council for Social Communications, Aetatis Novae, 1992, n. 4.

15 Pontifical Council for Social Communications, Aetatis Novae, 1992, n. 15.
16 Pontifical Council for Social Communications, Aetatis Novae, 1992, n. 13.
17 Pope Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini [Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation
on the Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church], 2010, n. 99.
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meaning” that can arise from the fast-paced, image-driven nature
of online communication.!® Instead, he urged a digital
proclamation that fosters contemplative and reverent engagement
with Scripture.

Undoubtedly, Verbum Domini proposes theological
criteria for the Church’s use of digital media: technology must
serve the depth and integrity of the Word and not trivialize its
sacredness.!” Digital media, while offering unprecedented
opportunities for evangelization, must be employed in a way that
reflects the Church’s mission to communicate truth, foster
communion, and uphold the dignity of the human person.

Pope Francis and the Digital Mission

Pope Francis has consistently and energetically buttressed the
necessity of the Church’s active presence in the digital realm,
viewing it not as a neutral space but as a contemporary missio ad
gentes, a mission territory in its own right. His teachings in
Evangelii Gaudium and Fratelli Tutti offer a robust theological
and pastoral background for the Church’s engagement with digital
culture. He invites the faithful to recognize digital media as fertile
ground for evangelization, while also warning against its inherent
dangers if left unchecked by ethical reflection and Christian
discernment.

Evangelii Gaudium: A Blueprint for Digital Evangelization

In Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis calls for a radical
reorientation of the Church’s missionary identity a “missionary

18 Pope Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini [Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation
on the Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church], 2010, n. 23.

19 Pope Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini [Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation
on the Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church], 2010, n. 113.
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option” that compels pastoral conversion and bold outreach.?’
This new vision necessarily includes what he terms the “digital
continent,” a vast landscape in which millions of people today
search for meaning, connection, and truth.?! Just as the early
Church extended its proclamation of the Gospel beyond Jewish
boundaries to the Gentile world, so too must the contemporary
Church move beyond traditional spaces into digital peripheries.

Francis strongly cautions against the risk of superficiality
in digital evangelization. He criticizes the proliferation of “empty
rhetoric” that pervades online discourse,?? and instead insists on
authentic encounter and genuine dialogue. Evangelization, even in
digital spaces, must not devolve into monologue or ideological
noise, but must cultivate mutual understanding in communicating
to and communicating with the public in terms of information
dissemination and feedback/dialogue.

Moreover, Evangelii Gaudium urges the Church to reject
outdated pastoral strategies in favour of creative and courageous
approaches. Social media, for instance, is not merely a tool for
information dissemination but a platform through which the
Church can initiate what Francis calls “a revolution of
tenderness.””> He envisions the digital world as a potential space
of profound relationality and presence: “The digital world can be
an environment rich in humanity, a network not of wires but of
people.”® 1In this vision, the virtual becomes a vehicle for
incarnational ministry.

20 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium [The Joy of the Gospel], n. 27.
21 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium [The Joy of the Gospel], n. 20.
22 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium [The Joy of the Gospel], n. 142.
23 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium [The Joy of the Gospel], n. 88.
24 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium [The Joy of the Gospel], n. 104.
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Fratelli Tutti: Ethics for Digital Communication

Pope Francis continues this line of thought in Fratelli Tutti, where
he reflects on the ethical and social dimensions of digital
communication in the broader context of human fraternity and
social friendship. Here, he offers a sobering critique of the
negative tendencies within digital culture, particularly the rise of
polarization, anonymity-driven aggression, and the erosion of
truth.

In Fratelli Tutti, Francis observes that digital media, while
potentially unifying, often becomes a vehicle for social
fragmentation and hostility. “Digital relationships,” he notes,
“have given rise to a new form of violence,” where social
networks “often serve to encourage confrontation” and amplify
existing divisions.?> The anonymity and immediacy of online
platforms contribute to a breakdown in civil discourse and a loss
of empathy.

To counteract this, Pope Francis calls for a new Christian
ethic of digital communication, one grounded in the values of
truth, dignity, and solidarity. He explicitly condemns the
dissemination of “digital misinformation”?® and laments the
damage caused when media are manipulated for ideological or
commercial ends. Instead, he envisions a digital culture that
promotes human dignity, fosters encounter, and serves the
common good.?’

Furthermore, Fratelli Tutti reaffirms the Church’s vision
of the internet as a space for global solidarity. Digital tools, if

25 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], n. 42.

26 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], n. 45.

27 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], nn. 43,
198.
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ethically guided, should function to “unite rather than divide,*

and must be intentionally directed toward bridging inequalities
and including those on the margins of society.? In this light,
Francis casts the digital realm not simply as a communication
medium, but as a sphere in which the Church can live out her
vocation to be a sacrament of unity and a prophetic voice for
justice.

Challenges Facing the Church in the Digital Age
Theological and Doctrinal Concerns

The digital revolution, while offering unprecedented opportunities
for evangelization, simultaneously poses significant challenges to
the Church’s theological integrity and doctrinal clarity. Two
pressing issues emerge as particularly consequential for ecclesial
life in our time.

First, the phenomenon of digital individualism threatens to
erode the very foundations of ecclesial communion. The
contemporary landscape of “DIY spirituality,” where individuals
piece together personalized belief systems from disparate online
sources stands in stark contrast to the Church’s understanding of
itself as a communion of believers.’® Social media algorithms
exacerbate this fragmentation by creating isolated echo chambers
that undermine the organic unity of Christ’s Body (1 Cor 12:12-
27). Both Pope Benedict XVI and Pope Francis sounded alarms
about this trend, with Benedict warning against the substitution of
authentic relationships with “virtual” alternatives and Francis

28 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], n. 100.

2 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], n. 209.

30 Vatican Council 11, Lumen Gentium [Dogmatic Constitution on the Church],
n. 9.



12 African Journal of Contextual Theology, Vol. 14, 2025

decrying the “globalization of indifference™! that emerges when

sacramental participation gives way to disembodied, on-demand
religiosity.

The theological implications are profound. The Church’s
Eucharistic nature as a sacrament of unity>? risks being reduced to
a private commodity, while the synodal processes essential to
ecclesial discernment (cf. Acts 15) become compromised when
conducted primarily through digital mediums. The solution lies in
forming intentional digital missionaries who can bridge online
and offline communities,>® and in maintaining what the New
Directory for Catechesis describes as a healthy “analog-digital
balance” where technology serves rather than supplants
sacramental community.

Equally concerning the proliferation of misinformation
and doctrinal dilution in digital spaces. The internet has become a
battleground where algorithmic bias amplifies extremist positions,
meme culture trivializes theological depth, and pseudo-Catholic
influencers propagate everything from prosperity gospel
distortions to outright schismatic rhetoric. The magisterium has
long anticipated these challenges, from Pope Benedict XVI’s
prescient warnings about the “dictatorship of relativism™>* to Pope
Francis’s more recent condemnations of ‘“fake news” and
“spiritual corruption.”®> The 1992 document Aetatis Novae
already recognized the urgent need for media literacy to help the
faithful go through this complex landscape.*®

31 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], n. 30.

32 Catechism of the Catholic Church (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana,
1992), n. 775.

33 Pope Francis, Christus Vivit [Christ Is Alive], n. 203.

34 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger at the 2005 Pre-Conclave Homily.

35 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], nn. 42-47.
36 Pontifical Council for Social Communications, Aetatis Novae, 1992, n. 19.
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Contemporary case studies illustrate the gravity of the
situation. The rise of “Tradinfluencers,” online personalities who
promote distorted versions of Catholic tradition, and the emerging
threat of Al-generated deepfakes, manipulating papal teachings
demonstrate how rapidly these challenges evolve. Effective
responses must include robust Catholic digital
apologetics initiatives, the implementation of clear episcopal
guidelines for social media engagement,’ and parish-level
formation in the discernment of spirits (1 Jn 4:1) as applied to
digital content consumption.

In confronting these challenges, the Church is called to
neither retreat from the digital world nor uncritically embrace its
paradigms, but rather to engage with creative fidelity redeeming
these new arenas for Christ while safeguarding the sacramental
and communal essence of Catholic faith.

Sacramental and Liturgical Challenges

The digital revolution has introduced profound questions about the
nature of sacramental participation and Eucharistic presence,
challenging the Church to carefully discern the proper place of
technology in liturgical life. These issues strike at the heart of
Catholic sacramental theology, which insists on the irreplaceable
physicality of divine encounter.

The Church maintains clear boundaries regarding online
participation in the sacraments, as articulated in Redemptionis

37 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), Digital
Discipleship: Formation in the Digital Age, 2021. The USCCB (United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops) uses digital discipleship as a way to engage
with Catholics and spread the message of the Gospel using technology.
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Sacramentum.*® While live-streamed Masses became a pastoral
necessity during the pandemic restrictions, the document reminds
us that digital transmission cannot substitute for actual
participation. The sacraments, by their very nature, require
physical presence; the laying on of hands in Confirmation, the
audible confession in Reconciliation, and most especially the
bodily reception of the Eucharist. As then-Cardinal Joseph
Ratzinger noted, “A sacrament is not a thing, but an encounter,”
accentuating that digital mediation cannot convey the full reality
of these sacred mysteries.

This leads to the particularly delicate question of virtual
Eucharistic presence. While spiritual communion remains a
valuable practice, some have proposed extending this concept to
digital spaces through “virtual Eucharist” services. However,
these risks confusing the faithful about the nature of Christ’s Real
Presence, which is tied to the consecrated species received bodily,
not to digital representations. The Council of Trent’s teaching on
the Eucharist remains decisive: “In the most blessed sacrament of
the Eucharist ‘the body and blood, together with the soul and
divinity, of our Lord Jesus Christ is truly, really, and substantially
contained.””*°

The challenge for pastoral practice lies in balancing
accessibility with sacramental integrity. While digital platforms
can enhance preparation for and reflection on the sacraments, they
cannot replace the embodied encounter that defines Catholic
worship. As the Church faces this tension, she must both utilize

38 Vatican Congregation for Divine Worship, Redemptionis Sacramentum,
2004.

39 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, God Is Near Us: The Eucharist, the Heart of Life
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003).

40 Vatican Council of Trent, Session XIII, Chapter IV.
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technology’s potential while safeguarding the incarnational
principle at the heart of Christian sacramental theology.

Pastoral and Ethical Issues

The Church’s engagement with digital technology raises pressing
pastoral and ethical concerns that demand careful discernment.
Among the most urgent is the digital divide, which exacerbates
existing inequalities in access to faith formation. While online
resources have become indispensable for many Catholics,
significant portions of the faithful, particularly the elderly, the
poor, and those in developing nations lack reliable internet access
or digital literacy. This creates a paradoxical situation where the
Church’s efforts to evangelize through digital platforms risk
leaving behind precisely those whom the Gospel prioritizes: the
marginalized and vulnerable. Pope Francis has repeatedly warned
against this “throwaway culture,”*! urging us to ensure that
technological advancement does not become another form of
exclusion. The pastoral challenge lies in developing hybrid
models of ministry that combine digital tools with traditional
outreach, ensuring no one is deprived of spiritual nourishment due
to technological barriers.

Also, complex are the ethical dilemmas posed by
emerging technologies, particularly artificial intelligence. The
Church must grapple with AI’s potential to both enhance and
undermine human dignity, from algorithms that could assist
biblical scholarship to those that might manipulate religious
sentiment for profit. Data privacy presents another moral frontier,
as the extensive digital surveillance capabilities of both
corporations and governments threaten fundamental human rights.

41 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium [The Joy of the Gospel], n. 53.
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The Vatican’s Rome Call for AI Ethics outlines key principles for
responsible innovation, stressing the need for transparency,
inclusion, and accountability.*> These concerns touch upon core
Catholic social teaching about the common good, reminding us
that technological progress must always serve authentic human
flourishing rather than economic or political interests. As we go
through this digital landscape, the Church is called to be both a
prophetic voice for ethical boundaries and a creative partner in
harnessing technology’s positive potential for evangelization.

Cultural and Social Challenges

Among the most pressing are the growing commercialization of
religious content and the troubling rise of toxic online behaviors
that contradict Christian charity.

The Commercialization of Faith and Digital Celebrity Culture

A particularly concerning development in recent years has been
the emergence of what might be called “digital celebrity clergy.”
This refers to priests, theologians, and self-styled Catholic
influencers who amass large followings through viral content.
While some use these platforms responsibly, others risk reducing
the sacred message of the Gospel to just another form of digital
entertainment. This phenomenon raises several serious concerns:

First, there’s the danger of transforming faith into a
consumer product. Social media platforms, with their algorithms
designed to maximize engagement, often reward sensationalism

42 Rome Call for Al Ethics, Pontifical Academy for Life, 2020.
https://www.academyforlife.va/content/dam/pav/documenti%20pdf/2020/CA
LL%2028%20febbraio/Al%20Rome%20Call%20x%20firma DEF_DEF_con

%?20firme_.pdf
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over substance. This creates perverse incentives where religious
figures might prioritize likes, shares, and follower counts over
doctrinal fidelity and pastoral sensitivity. As Pope Francis warned
in Evangelii Gaudium, when the Gospel message is repackaged as
self-help content or partisan political rhetoric, it loses its
transformative power.*?

Second, we see the disturbing rise of personality cults
surrounding certain digital preachers. While their intentions may
be good, the effect can be to shift focus from Christ to the speaker,
bordering on a form of spiritual idolatry.** Pope Francis has
repeatedly cautioned against this tendency, reminding pastors
in Gaudete et Exsultate that their role is to serve the Word, not
themselves.*

Perhaps most damaging is how this dynamic fragment
Catholic unity. Online influencers often promote highly particular
interpretations of doctrine that, while perhaps technically
orthodox, are presented in ways that foster division rather than
communion.*® The result is a fractured digital landscape where
Catholics increasingly identify with ideological camps rather than
with the universal Church.

The Church has not been silent on these issues. As early as
1992, Aetatis Novae warned against media that trivialize sacred
truths,*’ while the more recent New Directory for Catechesis harps

43 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium [The Joy of the Gospel], n. 161.

4 Vatican Council I, Lumen Gentium [Dogmatic Constitution on the Church],
n. 50.

4 Pope Francis, Gaudete et Exsultate [On the Call to Holiness in Today’s
World], 2018, n. 97.

46 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], n. 202.

47 Pontifical Council for Social Communications, Aetatis Novae, 1992, n. 4.
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on the need for discernment in digital evangelization to ensure all
content remains firmly grounded in authentic Church teaching.*®

The Scourge of Online Toxicity

Equally troubling is how digital platforms, which could be
spaces for fruitful dialogue, have instead become arenas for
cyberbullying, cancel culture, and uncharitable discourse - even
among Christians. Several problematic patterns have emerged:
The phenomenon of cancel culture mirrors what Pope Francis
called our societal “throwaway culture,”*® where individuals are
publicly shamed, silenced, or ostracized for holding dissenting
views. This stands in stark contrast to the Christian model of
fraternal correction outlined in Matthew 18:15-17, which harps on
private dialogue and mercy.

Within Catholic circles specifically, social media
amplifies ideological divisions to disturbing degrees. Debates
about liturgy, politics, or theology frequently devolve into
personal attacks and uncharitable rhetoric that scandalizes non-
believers and wounds the Body of Christ.® Even more troubling
is how some weaponize their faith, using digital platforms to
“cancel” fellow believers who disagree with them - directly
contradicting the Church’s emphasis on mercy and
reconciliation.’!

48 Pontifical Council for the Promotion of the New Evangelization, New
Directory for Catechesis (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2020).

4 Pope Francis, Laudato Si’ [On Care for Our Common Home], Encyclical
Letter, Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2015, n. 123.

0 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], n. 200.

5! Pope Francis, Misericordiae Vultus [Bull of Indiction of the Extraordinary
Jubilee of Mercy], 2015, n. 10.
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Church leaders have addressed these challenges directly.
Pope Francis has strongly condemned “digital aggression” that
dehumanizes others,>? while initiatives like the USCCB’s Civilize
It campaign offer practical tools, such as pledges, resources for
civil dialogue, and reflection guides to help individuals engage
respectfully and compassionately in both online and offline
conversations.

Prospects and Opportunities for the Church
Digital Evangelization and Catechesis

The rise of social media, podcasts, and streaming platforms has
opened new frontiers for faith formation. Pope Francis called the
internet a “digital continent”> that must be evangelized with
creativity. Platforms like YouTube and Instagram allow for
engaging catechesis that reaches young people where they are,
while podcasts provide in-depth theological reflection for those
seeking deeper understanding. The success of initiatives like The
Bible in a Year (Ascension Press), which garnered millions of
listeners, demonstrates the hunger for substantive Catholic content
in digital formats.

Catholic influencers and online apologists play an
increasingly vital role in this landscape. When properly formed,
these digital missionaries can effectively counter secular
narratives and present the faith in compelling ways. The New
Directory for Catechesis encourages leveraging digital tools while
ensuring content remains faithful to Church teaching.>*

52 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], nn. 42-45.
33 Pope Francis, Message for World Communications Day, 2024.

3 Pontifical Council for the Promotion of the New Evangelization, New
Directory for Catechesis (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2020).
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Organizations  like Catholic ~ Answers show  how  online
apologetics can equip believers to articulate their faith
intelligently in digital spaces.

Global Ecclesial Connectivity

Digital technology has dramatically enhanced the
Church’s ability to foster global unity across cultures and
continents. Online communities allow Catholics from diverse
backgrounds to share experiences of faith, creating what Pope
Francis calls a “culture of encounter.” Virtual participation in
papal audiences, live-streamed retreats, and worldwide prayer
initiatives (like the Pope’s monthly prayer intentions) help
Catholics feel connected to the universal Church in real-time.

During the pandemic, digital platforms enabled continued
access to spiritual resources when physical gatherings were
restricted. This experience revealed both the possibilities and
limits of virtual participation.’® Moving forward, the challenge lies
in using these tools to deepen, rather than replace, local ecclesial
life.

Faith-Based Technological Innovations

The Church is increasingly  embracing technological
innovations to support faith formation:

e Catholic Apps like Universalis or Hallow (prayer) and
Verbum (Bible Study) make spiritual growth accessible
anytime, anywhere.

55 Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], n. 202.
36 Pontifical Council for Social Communications, Communio et Progressio,
1971.
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e Al-powered toolsare being developed to provide
personalized catechesis, while maintaining theological
accuracy.’’

e Emerging technologies like the metaverse and
VR® present intriguing possibilities for immersive
religious education, though they require careful
discernment to ensure they enhance rather than diminish
authentic worship.

These innovations must always serve the Church’s
sacramental mission, not compete with it. As Aetatis Novae
reminds us, technology should facilitate encounter with Christ, not
become an end in itself.>* The Final Document on the Synod on
Synodality affirms this as digital culture, which today constitutes
a crucial dimension of the Church’s witness in the world today and
an emerging fertile missionary opportunity.*°

57 Rome Call for Al Ethics, Pontifical Academy for Life, 2020.
https://www.academyforlife.va/content/dam/pav/documenti%20pdf/2020/CA
LL%2028%20febbraio/Al%20Rome%20Call%20x%20firma DEF_DEF_con
%20firme_.pdf

38 The metaverse is a broader concept: a persistent, shared, online 3D universe
that integrates VR, Augmented Reality (AR), and the internet. It’s envisioned
as a vast digital ecosystem where users interact through avatars, own digital
assets, and move seamlessly between different experiences; work, socializing,
learning, and entertainment. Virtual Reality is a fully immersive digital
environment that simulates a real or imagined world. Users typically access VR
through headsets (like Oculus Quest, HTC Vive, or PlayStation VR) that cover
the eyes and sometimes include headphones and hand controllers to enhance
immersion.

% Pontifical Council for Social Communications, Aefatis Novae, 1992.

60 Francis: XVI Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops for a
Synodal Church: Communion, Participation, Mission Final Document, ro.
149. Accessed May 14, 2025,
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Fostering Authentic Christian Witness Online

Perhaps the greatest opportunity lies in forming digital
disciples who exemplify Gospel values in online spaces. The
USCCB’s Civilize It initiative provides a model for charitable
digital engagement by encouraging Catholics to take a personal
pledge to uphold dignity, listen to others with empathy, and speak
the truth with love, especially in the often-polarized world of
social media. Through resources like conversation guides and
prayerful reflections, the campaign equips believers to navigate
digital interactions with civility, clarity, and compassion.

Digital discipleship programs are emerging to train believers in:
« Ethical social media use.®!
e Combating misinformation with wisdom

e Building online communities rooted in authentic Christian
fellowship

The challenge is to create digital environments that reflect the
early Christian communities - known for their love (John 13:35) -
rather than the polarization so prevalent online today.

The Church’s Response and Future Directions

The digital revolution demands that the Church develops
thoughtful, theologically grounded approaches to its online
presence while implementing practical pastoral strategies. This
requires both deep reflection on the nature of digital participation

https://www.synod.va/content/dam/synod/news/2024-10-26_final-
document/ENG---Documento-finale.pdf.

o1 Pope Francis, Christus Vivit [Christ Is Alive], 2019, n. 203.
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and concrete initiatives to train ministers and collaborate with
technology creators.

Developing a Theology of Digital Presence

The Church faces critical questions about how to balance
physical and virtual participation in ecclesial life. While digital
platforms provide accessibility, especially for the homebound or
those in remote areas, they cannot replace the incarnational reality
of sacramental community.> The concept of digital
sacramentality requires careful theological exploration; how can
digital spaces mediate God’s grace without reducing faith to a
virtual experience? Scholars like Antonio Spadaro, suggest that
while digital tools can prepare individuals for sacraments, they
cannot convey the full reality of Christ’s presence in the
Eucharist.®?

Theological reflection must also consider how online
interactions can foster authentic communion. The Church must
avoid what Pope Francis calls “virtual relationships™ that lack
depth,®* while recognizing that digital spaces can still facilitate
meaningful spiritual accompaniment when integrated with in-
person community.

Pastoral Strategies for a Digital Church

To navigate this landscape effectively, the Church
must train clergy and lay leaders in digital ministry. The New

2 Vatican Council 1I, Sacrosanctum Concilium [Constitution on the Sacred
Liturgy], n. 59.

5 Antonio Spadaro, Cybertheology: Thinking Christianity in the Era of the
Internet, trans. Maria Way (New York: Fordham University Press, 2014); Pope
John Paul 11, Ecclesia de Eucharistia, 2003, n. 10.

% Pope Francis, Fratelli Tutti [On Fraternity and Social Friendship], n. 43.

% Pope Francis, Christus Vivit [Christ Is Alive], 2019, n. 203.
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Directory for Catechesis talks about the need for media literacy in
formation programs, ensuring that pastoral workers can engage
online spaces competently and ethically.®® Initiatives like

the USCCB’s Digital Discipleship guidelines provide
practical frameworks for responsible digital engagement,
including:

e Social media best practices for parishes and dioceses.
These include creating consistent, mission-driven content
that reflects the liturgical calendar, promoting parish
events with engaging visuals, sharing short catechetical
videos or reflections, and encouraging two-way
communication with followers. Thus, by using platforms
like Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube -effectively,
parishes and dioceses can extend their catechetical reach,
foster online faith communities, and invite broader
participation in the life of the Church.

o Digital apologetics training to equip Catholics for online
evangelization.

o Safeguarding measures to protect vulnerable users from
exploitation.®’

In the same vein, the Church must establish clear guidelines for
digital engagement, addressing issues like misinformation, online
hostility, and data privacy. The Pontifical Council for Social
Communications’ Ethics in Internet remains a foundational
resource in this regard. It underscores the moral responsibility of

% Pontifical Council for the Promotion of the New Evangelization, New
Directory for Catechesis (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2020).

67 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), Digital
Discipleship.: Formation in the Digital Age, 2021.
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both content creators and consumers, urging that internet
communication should foster truth, solidarity, and participation.
The document stresses the need to protect vulnerable users,
respect privacy, and ensure that digital tools serve the dignity of
the human person and the promotion of the common good.®

Collaboration with Secular and Religious Digital Platforms

The Church cannot engage the digital world in
isolation. Partnerships with media companies and tech
developers are essential to advocate for ethical digital
environments. The Vatican’s Rome Call for Al Ethics,” signed by
major tech firms, demonstrates how the Church can influence the
development of technology aligned with human values.

Moreover, digital spaces offer new opportunities
for interfaith dialogue. Pope Francis’ Document on Human
Fraternity details the potential for technology to foster
understanding between religions.”” Online initiatives like The
Elijah Interfaith Institute show how digital platforms can facilitate
respectful theological exchange while countering extremist
narratives.

% Pontifical Council for Social Communications, Ethics in Internet (Vatican
City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2002). The Pontifical Council for Social
Communications’ Ethics in Internet is now under the Dicastery for
Communication.

% Rome Call for Al Ethics, Pontifical Academy for Life, 2020.
https://www.academyforlife.va/content/dam/pav/documenti%20pdf/2020/CA
LL%2028%20febbraio/Al%20Rome%20Call%20x%20firma DEF_DEF_con
%20firme_.pdf

70 Pope Francis and Grand Imam Ahmad Al-Tayyeb, Document on Human
Fraternity for World Peace and Living Together (Abu Dhabi: February 4,
2019).
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Conclusion

This paper tried to x-ray the relationship between the Church and
the digital age, examining both the challenges and prospects
presented by rapidly evolving digital technologies. It came to
conclusions that the Church, grounded in her rich theological and
magisterial tradition, is not a passive observer of technological
change, but an active participant called to discern and engage the
digital world with wisdom and pastoral sensitivity.”!

Some challenges identified include the rise of digital
individualism, the spread of misinformation, the commodification
of religious experience, and the potential erosion of sacramental
presence and ecclesial community. These issues threaten to reduce
faith to content consumption and fragment the communal nature
of Christian discipleship. Moreover, digital platforms can amplify
polarizing discourse and diminish the contemplative dimension of
spiritual life.

Yet, the digital age also offers profound prospects for the
Church’s mission. The internet and social media present new
avenues for evangelization, catechesis, and global solidarity.
Online platforms can enable faith communities to remain
connected, offer rich catechetical resources, and extend pastoral
care to those otherwise unreachable. They create opportunities for
creative expressions of Christian witness and the building of
authentic virtual communities centred on the Gospel.

" The Church has never been a stranger to dialogue with scientific progress.
Pope John Paul 11, in Fides et Ratio, celebrated the harmony between faith and
reason, affirming that scientific advancements, when ethically guided, can
foster human flourishing. Pope Benedict X VI echoed this, calling for a “robust
dialogue” between science and religion; one that upholds the common good.
Pope John Paul II, Fides et Ratio [On the Relationship Between Faith and
Reason], Encyclical Letter, Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1998.
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In the light of these realities, the Church is called to
actively and proactively participate in the digital mission. As Pope
Francis repeatedly emphasized, the Church must go to the “digital
peripheries” with compassion and creativity, fostering genuine
dialogue, human dignity, and the common good. This demands
not only technological fluency but also theological depth and
ethical reflection.

Conclusively, the digital age does not diminish the
Church’s mission; it recontextualizes it. The Church must
embrace digital tools as means of encounter and proclamation,
while remaining vigilant to preserve the integrity of faith, the
communal nature of worship, and the sacramental reality at the
heart of Catholic life. With discernment, courage, and pastoral
imagination, the Church can traverse this digital terrain as a
faithful steward of the Gospel, bearing witness to Christ in both
the physical and virtual worlds.
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