The Church’s Operative Assumptions About Media
Media and the Church are distinct, bounded, separate realities. Although they are related to each other, they nevertheless exist as two separate worlds.

Media are instruments of transmission and they are necessary to the Church so that we can deliver a message, much like trucks or trains are used to deliver other types of products or merchandise.

The meaning of media messages is determined by the producer, and the practice of media use and consumption is predictable. That is, one can more or less determine the effects of media and their messages upon people. Changes in behavior because of those messages are also predictable.

The voice of the Church commands attention because of its traditionally strong moral authority both in the family and in society.

What Media and Religious Practice Actually Looks Like
The world of the media and the world of the Church have conflated into each other, and now share the same spaces. We encounter religious experience in everyday culture, and it is in everyday media culture that our religious myths and symbols come alive. It is in the media culture that we create our identities of who we are, who God is, and how we should live.

Media technologies have become naturalized in our daily environment, and are in fact the material with which we form and inform our habits, relationships, conversation and identities.  In our church life, shared media experiences provide much of the symbolic material for our imagination and the construction of our religious identity.

The meaning of media messages is constantly being created, negotiated, constructed between  the producer of the text and the receiver of the text. While producers will certainly try to determine what a program will look like and what it will evoke, most of what a viewer experiences will be determined by him or her. The locus of meaning is the viewing experience. No text (video or otherwise) has meaning until the viewer constructs the meaning, and each viewer can and may construct it differently.

The voice of the Church is just one voice among many, and it commands attention to the extent that it has powerful resonance in a person’s life, whether through community ties or personal relevance. Simply including an explicit religious symbol in a media text does not, for the reasons listed above, transform that message or give it necessarily added weight. 

We (as Church) must search deeply and thoroughly to find our appropriate voice, to operate from our strength. That strength is as a prophetic voice, a witness of community, and a storehouse of symbolic, narrative, and sacramental resources.

(This handout is adapted from an address given by Adán Medrano of JMCommunications to the International Study Commission on Media, Religion and Culture, LA meeting, May 3, 1998)

