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During the first session of the Synod on Synodality (October 2023), many delegates 

were surprised, and consoled, to be introduced to the new 'digital continent' and the 

emerging mission of the Church 'there'. The article considers how Lonergan's eighth 

functional speciality, Communication, clarifies this new evangelisation and ministry as a 

radical inculturation ministry; and how digital mission not only illustrates but actually 

enriches the meaning of Communication in Lonergan's scheme. The author is prefect of 

the Dicastery for the Promotion of Integral Human Development and a delegate to the 

Synod on Synodality. An earlier version was at the Pontifical Gregorian University on 7 

May 2024) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The magnificent Method in Theology[1] of Bernard J.F. Lonergan S.J., explains, 

distributes and interrelates all the functions of theology. His formidable schema of eight 

functional specialties culminates with FS 8, “Communications”.[2] All the fruits of all 

theology for the Church and for humanity arrive and converge here, for FS 8 “is 

concerned with the effective communication of Christ’s message” (MIT 362). Without FS 

8, “the first seven are in vain, for they fail to mature” (MIT 355). 

For Lonergan, the word “communication” encompasses the contents, the relationships, 

and the means of communication. All this clearly refers to the pastoral life of the Church. 

In fact, in the Romance languages, “pastoral” is a noun, and were this possible in 

English, Lonergan could have simply called FS 8 “Pastoral”, which includes but is 

broader than “communications”. 

A very new pastoral field for the Church is the mission in the digital environment or, 

more simply, the digital mission.[3] This paper is a dialogue between this new “pastoral” 

and Lonergan’s FS 8, “Communications”. What light do they shed on each other? 

 

1. THE NEW WORLD  

https://www.thinkingfaith.org/articles/new-world-and-new-mission
https://euc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-US&rs=it-IT&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2Fcomunicazione-e-restituzione%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F24987c57282946988418503b68b2fcb2&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=98CB50A1-5052-9000-D1B2-8215E24BB17F.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&usid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=ItemsView&wdhostclicktime=1726485408794&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_ftn1
https://euc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-US&rs=it-IT&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2Fcomunicazione-e-restituzione%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F24987c57282946988418503b68b2fcb2&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=98CB50A1-5052-9000-D1B2-8215E24BB17F.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&usid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=ItemsView&wdhostclicktime=1726485408794&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_ftn2
https://euc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-US&rs=it-IT&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2Fcomunicazione-e-restituzione%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F24987c57282946988418503b68b2fcb2&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=98CB50A1-5052-9000-D1B2-8215E24BB17F.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&usid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=ItemsView&wdhostclicktime=1726485408794&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_ftn3


 

   

 

 

 

 

At the start of 2024, some 5.35 billion people, 66% of the world, have access to the 

internet and social media.[4] This, along with the uptake of artificial intelligence, is 

changing our reality in many more ways than we can imagine.  

The rapidly evolving digital environment is “increasingly present in the lives of children 

and families. While it has great potential to improve people's lives, it can also cause 

harm and injury” (Ch 17 f).[5] Now “many young people have abandoned the physical 

spaces of Church” and favour “instead online spaces” (SR 17k). 

Such ambiguous and disconcerting phenomena are what Vatican II would include under 
“the signs of the times,” and these are "the joys and the hopes, the griefs and the 

anxieties of the people of this age” that the Council affirms as the Church’s own 

(Gaudium et Spes 1) and where we should help make Christ present. SG 3 is working 

to help us make this our own and respond as a more synodal, more missionary Church.  

Providentially, the October 2023 Synod was apprised of such signs, hopes and 

anxieties under the suggestive image of a new continent to be evangelized and brought, 

sacramentally, into the Church: “The digital mission is not merely a tool for 

evangelisation, but it is ‘a space, a territory… a new world for the Church of communion 

and mission’” (Tagle).[6] This discovery (astonishing for the majority of Synod delegates) 

triggered in all of us – beginning with Pope Francis – deep and lively feelings of faith, 

hope, love and zeal. 

So here, a bit more concretely, are our two reciprocal questions:  

• How does Lonergan’s FS 8, “Communications”, help us “to grasp the importance 

for the Church of carrying out the mission of proclaiming the Gospel also in the 

digital environment” (SG 3 §1). How, consciously and intelligently, to include the 

DM in how the Church is becoming synodal on mission?  

• And how does this decisive moment in Church history – unimagined in 

Lonergan’s time – draw new meaning from MIT’s FS 8? How does it require new 

collaborative work of theologians and others in the human sciences and history in 

FS1-7? 

2. ENCULTURATION 

The digital environment is a culture, a “place”, where people – all of us – spend a 

significant part of our lives. Not just a tool or a technology, “digital culture represents a 

fundamental change in the way we conceive of reality and consequently relate to 

ourselves, one another, our surroundings, and even to God” (SR 17a). So, it is having 

“a profound impact on ideas of time and space, on our self-understanding, our 

understanding of others and the world, and our ability to communicate, learn, be 

informed and enter into relationship with others.”[7]    

https://euc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-US&rs=it-IT&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2Fcomunicazione-e-restituzione%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F24987c57282946988418503b68b2fcb2&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=98CB50A1-5052-9000-D1B2-8215E24BB17F.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&usid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=ItemsView&wdhostclicktime=1726485408794&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_ftn4
https://euc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-US&rs=it-IT&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2Fcomunicazione-e-restituzione%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F24987c57282946988418503b68b2fcb2&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=98CB50A1-5052-9000-D1B2-8215E24BB17F.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&usid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=ItemsView&wdhostclicktime=1726485408794&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_ftn5
https://euc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-US&rs=it-IT&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2Fcomunicazione-e-restituzione%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F24987c57282946988418503b68b2fcb2&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=98CB50A1-5052-9000-D1B2-8215E24BB17F.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&usid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=ItemsView&wdhostclicktime=1726485408794&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_ftn6
https://euc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-US&rs=it-IT&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2Fcomunicazione-e-restituzione%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F24987c57282946988418503b68b2fcb2&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=98CB50A1-5052-9000-D1B2-8215E24BB17F.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&usid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=ItemsView&wdhostclicktime=1726485408794&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_ftn7


 

   

 

 

 

 

This requires dramatically new forms of mission “to reach today's culture in all spaces 

where people seek meaning and love, including the spaces they enter through their cell 

phones and tablets” (SR 17c).  

Nevertheless, to call these spaces “culture” is truly disorienting since, until now, culture 

was always organically related to “real” space, to real “place” as its indispensable 

matrix. “The dualism between real and virtual does not adequately describe the reality 

and experience of people, especially the youngest, the so-called "digital natives” (17a). 

During the last years, what starts and happens in the digital culture is generating great 

changes in the physical world, for example, the Arab Spring, George Floyd, the #MeToo 

movement, Mr. Beast, and so many more.  

Lonergan’s reasoning of a half-century ago expresses beautifully and precisely the 

challenge which the DM must face or, even more radically, the challenge which gives 

rise to the DM: 

“The Christian message is to be communicated to all nations. Such 

communication presupposes that preachers and teachers enlarge their horizon to 

include an accurate and intimate understanding of the culture and the language 

of the people they address. They must grasp the virtual resources of that culture 

and that language, and they must use those virtual resources creatively so that 

the Christian message becomes, not disruptive of the culture, not an alien patch 

superimposed upon it, but a line of development within the culture” (MIT, 362).  

As if responding to Lonergan, the Synod says that the Church is ready to carry out “the 

mission of proclaiming the Gospel also in the digital environment, which involves every 

aspect of human life and must therefore be recognised as a culture and not only as an 

area of activity” (SG 3, §1).  

Someone who attentively and intelligently tries to minister in the DM could be described 

by Lonergan like this: Both the digital pastoral worker and the digital missionary 

“acknowledge a multiplicity of cultural traditions [and] would proceed from within [these] 

culture[s] and … seek ways and means for making [each culture] into a vehicle for 

communicating [enculturating] the Christian message” (MIT 363). 

The digital cultures are substantially new and rapidly evolving, while the constant 

introduction of new techniques and technologies is only incidental. So the electronics is 

not the principal challenge, but rather the enculturation of the Gospel and of Church life. 

Consequently, the Holy Father has “set up a Study Group to investigate the implications 

[of the DM] at the theological, spiritual and canonical level and identify the requirements 

at the structural, organisational and institutional level to fulfil the digital mission” (SG 3 

§3).[8]  

https://euc-word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-US&rs=it-IT&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2Fcomunicazione-e-restituzione%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F24987c57282946988418503b68b2fcb2&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=98CB50A1-5052-9000-D1B2-8215E24BB17F.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&usid=447c4973-127f-bcef-8b43-b639d83fcfad&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fdssui.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&wdorigin=ItemsView&wdhostclicktime=1726485408794&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_ftn8


 

   

 

 

 

 

“Ours is a time of ever-increasing change due to an ever-increasing expansion of 

knowledge,” Lonergan says. He would thus explain the SG 3’s assignment: “To operate 

on the level of our day is to apply the best available knowledge and the most efficient 

techniques to coordinated group action” (MIT, p. 367).   

  

3. EVANGELIZATION 

“The Christian Church is the community that results from the outer communication of 

Christ’s message and from the inner gift of God’s love. Since God can be counted on to 

bestow his grace,” the Synod has called our attention to an “effective communication of 

Christ’s message” (MIT 361-2).  

The DM began when social media, podcasts, blogs and YouTube were born. It is not 

waiting to be invented. Laypeople, priests and religious did not wait for a mandate from 

the Vatican, their bishop or their superiors. Seeing souls wandering about in digital 

spaces in search of meaning, they took the initiative to introduce them to Christ’s love. 

The DM has been sprouting like the "seed scattered on the ground. Without [the farmer] 

knowing how, and whether sleeping or awake, day and night..." (Mk 4:26-27), the seeds 

quietly germinate and begin growing, while SG 3 is preparing the ecclesial “ways and 

means” that will be needed. 

The Christian message [is] conjoined with the inner gift of God’s love and result[s] in 

Christian witness [martyria], Christian fellowship [koinonia], and Christian service to 

humankind [diakonia] (MIT 363) How do people live these three dimensions of our faith 

in relationship to their practice on earth?  

“The Church… exists not just for itself but for humankind. Its aim is the realization of the 

kingdom of God not only within its own organization but in the whole of human society 

and not only in the afterlife but also in this life” (MIT 363-4). The Church needs to seek 

out and encounter the humankind for which it exists, not just spontaneously but 

organically, ecclesialy.  

Yet, a great majority of Church leaders and Church members have no idea of the digital 

continent waiting to be evangelized and ministered to, or of what digital missionaries 

and pastoralists – whether priest, religious or layperson, male or female, young or adult 

– are anddo. In fact, they are offering significant pastoral formation and accompaniment 

ministry to baptized Catholics online as well as evangelization aimed at lapsed 

Catholics and people who do not know Christ. 

Thanks to these individual initiatives online, the statistics measuring participation in 

digital ministries and mission are way out of proportion to the number of people 



 

   

 

 

 

 

attending their local parish. For the Synod to pay attention to digital missionaries and 

those pastorally accompanying Catholics and forming them online was an important 

recognition and reality check. 

Traditionally, missionaries have always been sent by their Bishop or Superior who 

accompany them from afar and occasionally visit them. Today, many Catholic 

influencers (wherever "on earth" they reside, whatever their age and background) need 

to meet their respective Bishops, to begin to dialogue, and to discover the ecclesial 

dimension, the indispensable basis of their ministry. “We need to provide opportunities 

for recognising, forming, and accompanying those already working as digital 

missionaries” (SR 17L). 

So, when the Synod approved SR 17, it was not launching a brand new idea to be 

“realized” but rather learning from and building upon impressive evangelization and 

ministry already “spontaneously” underway. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

We began with the question, “What light do Lonergan’s FS 8, and the Synod’s SR 17 

and SG 3, shed on each other?”  

Lonergan’s FS 8 sheds bright light on the magisterium of Pope Francis regarding the 

DM. It helps us to understand the new cultures within which people increasingly dwell 

and, indeed, are immersed and, therefore, the very dynamic enculturation required. 

“Missionaries have always gone with Christ to new frontiers, while the Holy Spirit 

pushed and preceded them” (SR 17c). We can only regard this so-called new continent 

with the zeal of a Francis Xavier or a Mother Cabrini.   

The magisterium of Pope Francis encouraging the DM sends us immediately to FS 8. 

The DM is born of the faith and of the Church, but in spontaneous and dispersed ways. 

Now both the Holy Father and the Synod are asking for the DM to be recognized and 

incorporated into the visible Church and become a true ecclesial ministry and mission.   

Is this the first time that very new forms of evangelization and ministry have been 

embraced so quickly by the Church, with two official documents in less than 6 months 

since their introduction to the Synod? True, “we cannot evangelize digital culture without 

first understanding it” (Ch 17d), and Lonergan would insist on understanding before 

communicating (FS 1-7 come before FS 8). Nevertheless, the DM as FS 8, which we 

can call communications, pastoral life, pastoral or practical theology, really is an 

evangelical “driving force” only beginning to connect with and benefit from FS 1-7. 



 

   

 

 

 

 

Since Lonergan’s method is not linear but circular and dynamic, can one maybe start at 

FS 8 in the digital environment, patiently work through FS 1-7, and then return to enrich 

communications and pastoral life (FS 8)? Could this be what Lonergan really hoped for? 

Certainly, it is not for us to know. Now, equipped with the toolkit of his MIT, can we 

initiate a wise hermeneutics of the present? They surely represent a potential for good 

open to dialogue engaging today’s and tomorrow’s men and women -- with all their joys 

and hopes, their griefs and anxieties, also online -- with the Word of Truth revealed in 

Christ. 

This we cannot know for certain. Armed however with the toolkit of his MIT, let us 

initiate a wise hermeneutics of the present, which includes accelerating rapid change 

and astonishing digital innovations. Let us appreciate their great potential for dialogue - 

for example, with the joys and hopes, the sorrows and anxieties of today’s people and 

especially of the young. In a new mission for a new world, let us courageously and 

creatively offer the Word of Truth revealed in Christ Jesus. 

 

__________________________________________ 
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