The Christian Principles of Communication
World Alliance of Christian Communicators (WACC)
Information and communication are drastically changing the world we live in. Instead of establishing commonness and solidarity, public communication now tends to reinforce divisions, widen the gap between rich and poor, consolidate oppression, and distort reality in order to maintain systems of domination and subject the silenced masses to media manipulation. 

Yet communication remains God's great gift to humanity, without which we cannot be truly human, reflecting 'God's image'. Nor could we enjoy living together in groups, communities and societies steeped in different cultures and different ways of life. 

It is both the potential for solidarity and the threat to humanity which modern communications contain, that has prompted the members of the World Association for Christian Communication to examine their communication practices and policies on the basis of the Good News of the Kingdom. 

The guidelines which follow are an expression of our common witness to Jesus Christ and to the hope He has given us through the transforming power of His own communication. 

Communication from a Christian perspective

Jesus announced the coming of God's Kingdom and commissioned us to proclaim the Good News to all people until the end of time. Hearing the Good News, living by it and witnessing to it, is the basic calling of all Christians. 

To enable them to carry out this task, they have been promised the power of the Holy Spirit. It is this Spirit that can change the Babel of confusion into the Pentecost of genuine understanding. But the Spirit 'blows where it pleases' (John 2:8), and no one, neither church nor religious group, can claim to control it. 

The Good News addresses itself to the whole person and to all people. We pray for the coming of the Kingdom as well as for our daily food, for God's reign in the world-to-come and the here-and-now. 

For Christian communicators, the material and the spiritual are part of each other. Christ's own communication was an act of self-giving. He 'emptied himself, taking the form of a servant' (Phil 2:7). He ministered to all, but took up the cause of the materially poor, the mentally ill, the outcasts of society, the powerless and oppressed. 

In the same way, Christian communication should be an act of love which liberates all who take part in it. 

The Gospel, being the Good News for the poor, needs to be constantly reinterpreted from the perspectives of the poor and oppressed. 

This challenges church hierarchies to disassociate themselves from the power structures which keep the poor in a position of subservience. In this sense, the Good News for the poor embodies genuine reconciliation by means of which the dignity of all people can be reaffirmed. 

By accepting Christ's sovereignty, the Christian communicator proclaims God's Kingdom rather than our divided churches. The churches do not exist for their own sakes, but for the sake of the Kingdom. For this reason, the Christian communicator gives preference to ecumenical communication so that Christians of different denominations can speak with one voice, thus bearing witness to the one body of Christ. 

Christian communicators, as witnesses to the Kingdom, should awaken and reflect the corporate witness of the church. The lives of Christians, as well as the work of communicators, need to be set free from the individualism which characterises some cultures and traditions. We need to rediscover the early Christian community's understanding of a witnessing and communicating church. The church as a community of believers is God's chosen instrument for promoting the Kingdom. 

This is because the church is meant to embody and testify to the central values of the Kingdom, among which are oneness, reconciliation, equality, justice, freedom, harmony, peace and love ('shalom'). Furthermore, Christian communicators are conscious of and show respect for God's mysteries. God's ways can never be grasped, let alone be explained. 

Likewise, the crown of God's creation, people, cannot be fully understood. Christian communicators, therefore, are always aware of their inadequacies when speaking of God, and conscious of 'mystery' when telling the story of God's people. 

The communication of Christians is ultimately meant to glorify God. In that sense, all Christian communication is an act of worship, a praise of God through the shared word and action of a community living in the consciousness of God's presence. Christian communication is challenged to witness to God's transforming power in all areas of human life. 

Paul calls himself and all servants of the Word, 'servants of your glory' (Eph 1:12) and thus 'servants of your joy' (11 Cor. 1:24). The glory of God and the joy of the people should be the hallmark of all Christian communication. These general principles of Christian communication will now be elaborated in the context of today's communication problems. 

Communication creates community 

Many people today fear or deplore the loss of community and community spirit. Rather than bringing people together, the mass media often isolate or divide them. Yet communication, including the use of alternative media, can revitalise communities and rekindle community spirit, because the model for genuine communication, like that for communities of all kinds, is open and inclusive, rather than unidirectional and exclusive. 

But a community must not be seen as the local community alone. A community of peoples and nations, as well as a community of different churches and religions, has to emerge if humankind is to survive. 

Therefore, one aim of our work is the breaking down of all kinds of barriers which prevent the development of communities with rights and justice for all - particularly such barriers as race, sex, class, nation, power and wealth. 

Genuine communication cannot take place in a climate of division, alienation, isolation and barriers which disturb, prevent or distort social interaction. True communication is facilitated when people join together regardless of race, colour or religious conviction, and where there is acceptance of and commitment to one another. 

Communication is participatory 

The mass media have been organised along one-way lines: they flow from top to bottom, from the centre to the periphery, from the few to the many, from the 'information rich' to the 'information poor'. This has conditioned the minds of many people - not only in terms of the media's content but also by creating a 'mass media mentality'. 

Many think that this is the way the media have to work. Even those who advocate horizontal flow are often only concerned with an increase in the number of channels, the diversification of content and localisation of media. They still adhere to the basic top-down principle. 

On the other hand, there is now a growing awareness that there are information and communication needs, felt by individuals and groups, which the mass media cannot meet. Modern communication technologies could allow a much higher degree of participation than those who control the media systems are willing to grant or to develop. Communication is, by definition, participatory. 

It is a two-way process. It is interactive because it shares meaning and establishes and maintains social relationships. The more widespread and powerful the media become, the greater the need for people to engage in their own local or inter-group communication activities. In this way, they will also rediscover and develop traditional forms of communication. 

Only if people become subjects rather than objects of communication can they develop their full potential as individuals and groups. Communication is now considered an individual and social necessity of such fundamental importance that it is seen as a universal human right. Communication as a human right encompasses the traditional freedoms: of expression, of the right to seek, receive and impart information. But it adds to these freedoms, both for individuals and society, a new concept, namely that of access, participation and two-way flow. 

Participatory communication may challenge the authoritarian structures in society, in the churches and in the media, while democratising new areas of life. It may also challenge some of the 'professional rules' of the media, whereby the powerful, rich and glamorous occupy centre stage to the exclusion of ordinary men, women and children. Participatory communication, finally, can give people a new sense of human dignity, a new experience of community, and the enjoyment of a fuller life. 

Communication liberates 

The mass media are a form of power and often part of a system of power. They are usually structured in such a way as to reinforce the status quo in favour of the economically and politically powerful. Mass media power thus has a dominating effect which is contrary to genuine communication. 

We cannot communicate with people whom we regard as 'inferior', whose basic worth as humans we do not respect. We can simply impart information to them or sell 'media products' to them. Genuine communication presupposes the recognition that all human beings are of equal worth. The more explicit equality becomes in human interaction, the more easily communication occurs. 

There are crude and subtle ways of silencing people. The dictates of modern nationalism and the demands of ruling ideologies are examples of how freedom has been curtailed and contrary views suppressed. When media boast of or clamour for freedom of the press or of broadcasting, they should be asked: Whose freedom and whose liberty? Freedom of communication is bound up with the quest for community and the fulfillment of the individual and social needs of all, rather than of just a few. 

Communication which liberates, enables people to articulate their own needs and helps them to act together to meet those needs. It enhances their sense of dignity and underlines their right to full participation in the life of society. It aims to bring about structures in society which are more just, more egalitarian and more conducive to the fulfillment of human rights. 

Communication supports and develops cultures 

A people's basic culture and need for cultural identity are part of the dignity of the human person. Many countries and peoples are now rediscovering and redefining their basic cultural identities. This is particularly urgent where culture, language, religion, gender, age, ethnicity or race have been attacked or treated with contempt by members of other cultural groups. 

Global communication structures are now being set up in such a way as to threaten the cultures and priorities of many nations. More seriously, the entertainment industries, particularly television and home video programmes, are creating a media environment which is alien and alienating. The Western criteria of the mass media have already been adopted by the national elites in countries of the South. They set the 'standards' of what can rate as 'professional' in media productions, often preventing the emergence of alternative forms of communication. 

Communicators now have an awesome responsibility to use and develop indigenous forms of communication. They have to cultivate a symbolic environment of mutually shared images and meanings which respect human dignity and the religious and cultural values which are at the heart of Third World cultures. One of the greatest assets of today's world is its many different cultures, revealing the richness of God's image in all its diversity. 

Communication is prophetic 

Many media workers are trying to interpret the signs of the times, because this is part of the public information work to which they are committed. For Christians, the events of the day are part of God's agenda for action. In it, God's plans are revealed through changing circumstances and new opportunities. In order to discern and interpret the situation correctly, Christian communicators must listen to God and be led by the Spirit. This is a condition of prophecy. But words are only part of prophecy.  They take on real meaning only when they are accompanied by action. 

Prophetic communication expresses itself in words and deeds. Such prophetic action must be willing to challenge the principalities and powers, and may carry a high price. Prophetic communication serves truth and challenges falsehood. Lies and half-truths are a great threat to communication. 

Prophetic communication stimulates critical awareness of the reality constructed by the media and helps people to distinguish truth from falsehood, to discern the subjectivity of the journalist and to disassociate that which is ephemeral and trivial from that which is lasting and valuable. Often it is necessary to develop alternative communication so that prophetic words and deeds can be realised. 

Conclusion

These principles should guide the work and mission of Christians in communication. They also set out the corporate agenda of the World Association for Christian Communication - for project support, studies and dissemination of policies. 
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