Homily Notes for the Feast of the Ascension

51st Celebration of World Communications Day

Sunday 28th May 2017


Every now and then I have to disagree with something that comes from the Vatican. This year’s message for World Communications Day is one of those things. World Communications Day is a well-established celebration within the Catholic Church, which takes place on the Solemnity of the Ascension of the Lord: this year that will be on Sunday 28th May in England and Wales, but in the Vatican it will be on 25th May, which we celebrate as Saint Bede’s Day.

Why on earth would I disagree with anything that comes from the Vatican? Well, this year, someone who has no idea about lenses and photography has written the message. When the Message speaks about Good News, there is a suggestion that we need to find “the right lens” to “read” reality. But the fact is that reality is the same, whatever lens we use, and so we choose the lens we use in order to show something about that reality. We choose what we would like other people to see, while the reality remains the same. If we want people to see the big picture, we use a wide-angle lens. If we want to home in on a particular detail, we choose a telephoto lens. When we are communicating with pictures, we have already, in a very real sense, “edited” what people will see. The reality remains exactly the same, but the lens we choose helps people see what we want them to see - little details, which may be very significant, or a big picture, which may be more helpful.

If we speak about “the right lens”, we are automatically admitting that we have already decided what we think people should see. That can insult people who feel mature enough to decide for themselves how they wish to interpret what they see. Remember, we are all looking at the same thing - what we call ‘reality’ - and we all have our own point of view. We cannot force anyone to choose the same lens as we choose, so people are bound to see things differently.

This is true of the Gospel and of the history of the Church. It is impossible to focus on everything at once, so we look at particular episodes, and even then it is possible to see the same things from different perspectives. That can be unnerving, unless you have faith in the Holy Spirit, as the one who will always keep us in tune with the melody the Church plays throughout history. People who cannot accept this are ruled by fear, and Pope Francis is asking us not to be afraid: “Fear not, for I am with you”, is the Gospel text he commends to us as we try our best to spread the Good News about Jesus Christ in the places where we live and work.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The challenge Pope Francis takes on is the fact that so much of the news we hear, read or watch is bad. He mentions terrorism, scandals, evil and suffering, topics which occupy so much space n news bulletins, newspaper editorials and press releases. In a way - and this is a sad reflection on human nature - it is easy to write and speak about these topics, but the challenge the Holy Father offers us is “to concentrate on solutions and to inspire a positive and responsible approach” to the news. He is certainly not advocating a naive approach, or a false denial of “the scandal of evil”’ but aiming to overcome “that feeling of growing discontent and resignation that can at times generate apathy, fear or the idea that evil has no limits”, because “where the tragedy of human suffering and the mystery of evil easily turn into entertainment, there is always the temptation that our consciences can be dulled or slip into pessimism”.

The watchword is “confidence”, a confidence that grows out of the conviction that God is to be found in all things, even in the midst of suffering and despair. Every lens shows the same reality, but in different ways, so that even the lens that blurs the background to make a beautiful photograph cannot trick us into thinking that the background is not there. It is a question of what we emphasise, and certainly not a matter of hiding reality or hiding from reality. The Holy Father is asking us to face reality head on, but never to allow ourselves to be overcome or discouraged by bad news. We really do need to find a way of recognising that Jesus Christ really is with us always, as He promised. That does not mean that our problems and dilemmas disappear, but that we are not alone when we face them.

In our homilies on Ascension Day, we priests need to prove to our congregations that we ourselves are convinced that the Lord is with us always, even to the end of the world. If we are not convinced of that, what right have we to say that we bring Good News? Everyone knows the bad news from our newspapers and our radio and television programmes, but the challenge is to help ourselves and others to see beyond it.
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