
 If you’re in the market for a truly depressing experience, you might want to sample a 

variety of Catholic social and other media sites.  Now, don’t get me wrong.  There are any 

number of edifying Catholic outlets online.  Sadly, though, there are also plenty that aren’t.  It’s 

enough to make the poor patron saint of journalists, St. Francis de Sales (whose feast day we 

celebrate today), weep. 

 Along these lines, in a message he delivered four years ago today (January 24th also 

happens to be World Social Communications Day), Pope Francis lamented what he described 

as the “narcissism” and “spirals of hatred” found on too many social and other media sites.1  

Too often, Francis said, media content is “based on opposition to the other.”2  He went on to 

deplore the fact that, “We define ourselves starting with what divides us rather than with what 

unites us, giving rise to suspicion and to the venting of every kind of prejudice (ethnic, sexual, 

religious and other),” the baleful fruit, Francis observed, of an “unbridled individualism”.3 

 All of this is so common in secular media that most of us have probably become inured 

to it (which isn’t a good thing, when you think about it), but it still comes as a sad, sad surprise 

— or at least it should — when we see Catholics, both as individuals and organizations, 

behaving the same way.  After all, as Francis observed in his message four years ago, “As 

Christians, we all recognize ourselves as members of the one body whose head is Christ.  This 

helps us … to consider even our enemies as persons … We no longer need an adversary in 

order to define ourselves.”4 

 How did all this come about, particularly in the Church?   

 
1 Quoted in Courtney Mares, “Pope Francis warns against ‘spirals of hatred’ on social media,” 1/24/19, Catholic News Agency, 
catholicnewsagency.com, https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/40387/pope-francis-warns-against-spirals-of-hatred-on-
social-media. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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 Much of the bitter, factional animosity in the Church stems from the mutual hostility of 

those who don’t like the liturgy of Vatican II, and those who don’t like the Tridentine liturgy that 

preceded it; those who refuse to acknowledge the times and culture we live in because of their 

inability to accept that we aren’t living in the sixteenth century anymore, and those who reject 

the present because they’re embittered that the utopian future they long for hasn’t arrived yet; 

those who think the Holy Spirit went into retirement at some point in an idyllic past, and those 

who think He made His first appearance only in recent years; those who think the hierarchy of 

the Church is always right, and those who think it’s always wrong; those who think the 

institution of the Church can do no wrong, and those who can see nothing but the wrong it’s 

done; those who mistake canon law for the Gospel, and those who think canon law is simply a 

series of informal suggestions; and so on. 

 The author of the Letter to the Hebrews knew a thing or two about how we sometimes 

let ourselves get to this point. 

 In our First Reading this morning, we heard the author say, “Since the law is only a 

shadow of the good things to come, and not the very image of them, it can never make perfect 

those who come to worship by the same sacrifices that they offer continually each year.”5  

When we get caught up in the “shadows” of faith — and that’s what liturgies and devotions 

are, that’s what the hierarchy is, that’s what the institution of the Church is, not to mention 

most of the other things we use as brickbats to attack others both in the Church and beyond it 

— when we get lost in these shadows of the good, we forget about the light of faith, the Light 

of Christ.  All of these things may be important as far as they go; it’s just that they don’t take us 

very far in themselves.  They’re fingers pointing to the moon, not the moon itself. 

 Jesus made this same point over and over again throughout His ministry.   

 
5 Heb 10:1 (NAB) 
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 In fact, their propensity to idolize the shadows of faith is at the heart of His running 

dispute with the Pharisees.  “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you hypocrites,” He 

admonished.  “You lock the kingdom of heaven before human beings.  You do not enter 

yourselves, nor do you allow entrance to those trying to enter.”6   

 The irony, of course, is that those who prefer the shadows to the Light aren’t just 

“lock[ing] the kingdom of heaven” for others; they’re shutting themselves out, too.  Jesus is 

pretty direct in this.  In today’s Gospel, we heard Him say that His “family” isn’t defined by 

legal categories, formal relationships, or casual associations, but by something else entirely.  

His “family” includes “whoever does the will of God,”7 just as Jesus does the will of His Father.  

And the New Testament usage of the word “will” doesn’t mean a simple intention or aspiration.  

It involves decision and action, “the readiness to follow [Christ’s] commands”.8  When Jesus 

cautions that, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, 

but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven,”9 this is what He’s talking about. 

 It’s a spiritually healthy practice to submit the media from which we obtain our news 

and other information, social or otherwise, Catholic or secular, to the test implicit in the 

proclamation we heard John proclaim on Christmas morning:  “What came to be through him 

[the Christ-child] was life, and this life was the light of the human race; the light shines in the 

darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”10   

 Is what we consume helping to foster in us and others in our Church, our community, 

our nation, and the world, the new life in Christ to which we, as disciples of Jesus, are to be 

witnesses?  For the “spiral of hatred” of which Francis warns cannot consume us unless we 

 
6 Mt 23:13 (NAB) 
7 Mt 3:35 (NAB) 
8 For a discussion of how θέλω and its derivations are used in the New Testament, see Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, 
Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament Based on Semantic Domains, Vol 1, 2nd ed., (New York: United Bible Societies, 
1989), 25.1 and Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, eds., Geoffrey W. Bromley, D.Litt,. D.D., trans., Theological Dictionary of the 
New Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1964), v.3, p.48. 
9 Mt. 7:21 (NAB) 
10 Jn 1:4-5 (NAB) 
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choose to enter its vortex, and the darkness can only overcome us if we prefer the shadows of 

faith to its Light.  


