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INTRODUCTION:
A CHURCH THAT COMMUNICATES

Communication is integral to the mission of the Church. Communicating the good
news of the gospel, the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, both to believers and
non-believers means, in Pope Francis’ words, “to live life on a higher plane, but with no
less intensity.”1
It all started with Jesus’ great commission: “Go therefore and make disciples of
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matt 28:19–20). This
was followed by the Spirit’s empowerment during Pentecost, which moved the apostles
to go out and communicate the Good News. The apostles and other first century
Christians used the tools of communication available in their time: orality (or word of
mouth) and writing.
The medium of communication changed over the course of Christian history. Oral
preaching and letter writing were the standards of communication in Early Christianity,
followed by handwritten codices copied by monks during the Middle Ages, leading up to
the revolution of Guttenberg’s printing press in the fifteenth century. The first printed
book was in fact the Bible. Then, the late nineteenth and early twentieth century saw an
extension from print to electronic communication (radio, television, film). When
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Pope Francis, The Joy of The Gospel, eBook, 1st ed. (Vatican City: Vatican
Press, 2013), n. 10;
http://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papafrancesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium_en.pdf.
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society’s communication style seemed to have settled for the electronic, analog gave way
to digital and another technological shift occurred. In the 1970s and 1980s, personal
computers emerged and a new environment developed.2 Soon after, the 1990s brought an
invention as powerful and revolutionary as the printing press — the internet — adding
speed, quantity of information, and a means of connecting people globally that the world
had never seen before.
Traditional media consists of established ways to deliver information typical of
twentieth century civilization: radio, TV, print (books, newspaper, magazines), landline
phones, and movies at the cinema. New media represents the act of communication using
internet-based solutions to deliver content (e.g. websites, blogs, applications, social
media platforms, etc.).
One of the major differences between the two forms of media pertains to
distribution. Traditional media is mostly an analog form of communication with complex
distribution patterns, that are cost intensive, and less customizable. In contrast, new
media is digital, distributed through the internet and received through mobile devices,
thus dramatically reducing costs, increasing reliability of delivery, and providing for
customizability, speed of transmission/reception, and global penetration.3
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Daniella Zsupan–Jerome, Connected Toward Communion: The Church and
Social Communication in the Digital Age (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2014), 4–
5.
Jason Pridmore, Annelies Falk, Isolde Sprenkels, “New Media and Social
Media: what’s the difference,” 1–2;
https://www.academia.edu/1122278/New_media_and_social_media__whats_the_difference_v_2.0.
3

2

New media incorporates all technological devices and software programs
associated with the process of creating and promoting digital information. It also involves
different ways and different habits of delivering and receiving information — whether
searching on Google for interests, buying e-books on Amazon, home delivery of goods,
watching ad free TV (if at all) — mostly involving an access to a smartphone, laptop or
personal computer, and internet access.
But not all new media is “social media.” Social media is peer-to-peer
communication, that uses new media technology, and allows users to “comment, respond,
share, critique, change and add information.”4 It is designed to be interactive and focused
on social connection.5 For example, the Vatican’s official website (www.vatican.va)
represents a static form of website (web 1.0), where information is offered but no
responses can be received. Despite using new media technology, it remains essentially an
“old media” form of communication, a one-to-many communication style, like Vatican
radio or CTV (Centro Televisivo Vaticano). It is not social media because there is an
incapability of feedback from the audience. No feedback also means a controlled way of
communicating. In addition, the Vatican uses social media outlets (web 2.0) such as
Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram, to communicate information in a way that enables
engagement (likes, shares, follows, etc.) and dialogue (individualized comments) with
Catholics around the world.

4

Ibid., 2.
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This manner of communication, as exciting as it may sound on the receiving end
(for Catholics), it becomes less controllable by the communicator (the Vatican). “[U]sing
social media allows for some new and exciting possibilities, but it also limits the control a
company has over its own practices — including how and when and where its message
and information is distributed.”6
Ideally, an integrative approach to communicating is key. A balanced distribution
of traditional media, new media and social media would also reach the different
generational preferences when it comes to engaging information.
The current context of Catholicism and new media is both exciting and deeply
challenging. The shift the Catholic Church must adapt to is not just technological but also
cultural in nature, where the source of authority, once clear and firmly established,
becomes fluid and widely dispersed among multiple centers of digital power. This essay
attempts to outline the good, the bad, and the ugly of the digital age, and where the
Catholic Church as a whole is called to be in this new environment, with a focus on the
evangelization opportunities new media provides for the Romanian Greek-Catholic
Church (RGCC) in the United States.
Section 1 begins by exploring the broad characteristics of the digital age and how
the speed of our technological development affects not just how we behave but also who
we become. Section 2 discusses the call to new evangelization issued by the last three
Popes and its applications to the new media landscape in the United States. Section 3
narrows our focus by concentrating on the RGCC presence in the United States, its
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history, current needs and how new media provides unprecedented access and exposure
of this little church to the world. Section 4 reviews the digital evangelization experiments
that have been produced in 2016 at the eparchial level of the RGCC, analyzing results
based on the geographical and generational outreach of the message, with special
attention on the positive outcomes of this experimentation, its limitations, and future
possibilities. Lastly, Section 5 addresses some possible next steps for RGCC in its quest
to evangelize successfully using an integrative model of both traditional media and new
media.
For a small church with limited resources, embracing the availability and
affordability of new media solutions may provide the opportunity for her story to be seen
and heard worldwide. I argue this can be accomplished by creating an impactful
communication strategy that incorporates RGCC’s value proposition (byzantine tradition,
spirituality, ethnic identity, cultural heritage and focus on the family) in tandem with
traditional and new media tools as a valid option in its effort to evangelize today’s world.

5

SECTION 1:
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE DIGITAL AGE
The Digital Age, what Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI named “The Digital
Continent,” epitomizes the world in which we live today. This is a world that connects
people across the globe. Its existence was made possible first and foremost by a major
technological evolution — digitization — that has fueled a globalized cultural
phenomenon. To this day, out of the approximately 7.5 billion humans inhabiting the
Earth, almost two thirds own a mobile phone7 and close to 3.5 billion have access to the
internet.8 The opportunity to connect with people from all continents right here and right
now, using mobile technology is unique in the history of humanity.
Peter Horsfield identifies several elements that have made this great digital era
possible:
•

the evolution of digital computerization (through the binary code);

•

the development of hypertext (the linked textual engagement between
documents);

•

improvement of digital data transmission across the globe;

•

the development of mobile media and increase in mobility of technology (while
diminishing in physical size).9

“Mobile Phone Users Worldwide 2013–2019 | Statistic,” Statista, accessed
July 10, 2017; https://www.statista.com/statistics/274774/forecast-of-mobile-phoneusers-worldwide/.
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“Number of Internet Users Worldwide 2005–2016,” Statista, accessed
July 10, 2017; https://www.statista.com/statistics/273018/number-of-internet-usersworldwide/.
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Peter Horsfield, From Jesus to the Internet. A History of Christianity and Media
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While immersed in this new digital continent, the daily human experience
gradually changes. According to Horsfield, we experience a sense of evolution in our
daily lives by the constant flow of information (whether through e-mail, SMS, Facebook
messages, Twitter ‘tweets’, YouTube videos, etc.), fast paced interactivity among people
(which emphasizes the quickness of response around information rather than the depth of
understanding it), and a sense of acceleration or condensing of time (due to instant
communication).10 The opportunity to explore, connect and stay engaged with people
around the world is extremely alluring. However, the “Trojan horse” accompanying this
unprecedented opportunity lies in the need to be constantly connected to our
technological devices, in ongoing bondage to one’s smartphone, tablet, laptop, or PC,
from morning until evening, day in and day out. The cultural expectation of being always
available and always on, might produce some unwanted side-effects. As Sherry Turkle
observes, technology seduces us because it fills our authentic but vulnerable human need
for intimacy:
Technology is seductive when what it offers meets our human
vulnerabilities. And as it turns out, we are very vulnerable indeed. We are
lonely but fearful of intimacy. Digital connections and the sociable robot
may offer the illusion of companionship without the demands of friendship.
Our networked life allows us to hide from each other, even as we are
tethered to each other. We’d rather text than talk.11
Craig Detweiler, author of iGods, recognizes that our faith in the new technology
can blind us: our children scroll before they can speak, grown-ups hang on to mobile

(Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley Blackwell, 2015), 261–62.
10

Ibid., 265.
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Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and
Less from Each Other (New York: Basic Books, 2011), 1.
7

devices as if these were electronic security blankets, while our one-click access to the
world and its material possessions might devolve into unhealthy habits. Around people,
we tend to look down (at our devices) rather than up, to be connected online, yet
disconnected from the here and now. The fruits of technology are often impatience and
ingratitude.12 “When should we immerse and when should we withdraw from the
information torrent (or is it “tyrant”)?” is Detweiler’s worrisome, but pensive question.13

The iGods
Recognizing the two-fold potential of technology — to be used both for creation
and (self)destruction — Detweiler names Apple, Google, Facebook, Amazon, and the
leaders who created these “platforms to elevate our status” as “iGods.”14 These digital
demi-gods helped us solve our “abundance problem”: too much music, too much
information to search, too many friends, too many things to choose from and to buy. In
return, we adore and idolize them, because they helped us obey God’s commandment to
be “fruitful and increase in number, fill the earth and subdue it.” (Genesis 1:28) Detweiler
observes that we have become extremely proficient multipliers, filling the earth with
bytes and pixels, zeros and ones, and subduing it. But in the process, technology has
become the new “golden calf”, the alternative religion that provides new forms of
divination (Facebook, Google, Amazon) and the illusion of control (Apple). Many people
would sacrifice time, talent and resources just to adhere to the newer and better versions

12

Craig Detweiler, IGods: How Technology Shapes Our Spiritual and Social
Lives (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2013), 3.
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Ibid., 6.
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Ibid., 13.
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of technology, software, etc., because we live in times where “faith in progress is
manifested in faster, smarter and more efficient world.”15
The iGods are now part of our cultural praxis. Apparently, they give us the power
of control, an ark to the abundant flood of information, yet we do not receive the wisdom
associated with this power. In this sense, Detweiler emphasizes the need to develop a
“theology of abundance,” a theology of technology, to address the outcomes of our
relationship both with technology and the divine. If technology is the natural embrace of
both science and art (see Apple), then our quest should be to recover the divine revelation
in technology:
Our technology offers fewer claims to ignorance. The age of accountability
and metrics is here. We can study the numbers but we must remember that
each number is actually a person, created by God, worthy of our attention.
You are not a number or an outcome. You are not a gadget. You are far
more than your social profile. While the algorithms offer pictures of our
collective behavior, discipleship still comes down to a life on a life. We are
children of God, called to love and serve God’s children.16
We should be about creating and cultivating.17 The alternative to filling the earth
and subduing it, which was used throughout history to promote a culture of inordinate
consumption, inequality, and exploitation,18 can be found in Genesis 2, where God places
the first humans in the Garden of Eden, “to work it and take care of it.” (Genesis 2:15)
These are perhaps the two options of technology: “to make us more efficient consumers,

15

Detweiler, iGods, 14–15.
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Ibid.
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Ibid., 32.
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Cf. Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, n. 196.
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or to make us more thoughtful creators.”19 But since we are created in the image and
likeness of God (Genesis 1:26) — by the master architect, the master craftsman — to be a
“technologist” reflects a potentially fulfilling, Godlike quality. Ultimately, the choice is
ours, Detweiler concludes, because “technology can be used to exploit and devalue the
earth or it can be a boon and blessing to all.”20
Despite its complexity and continuous development, the one thing technology
cannot do is to save u, neither from sin, nor death. God’s gift through Jesus’s sacrifice
already gave us the ultimate free gift. In fact, Noreen Herzfeld, author of Technology and
Religion: Remaining Human in a Co-Created World, explores ways in which humans can
avoid feeling helpless in the face of technology, by using their power to choose when to
adopt and when to say no, and thus, by embodying their humanity in a more and more
“wired” world:
To recognize that we are still the actors, we are the ones who choose, and
that we can choose at times not to follow a certain technological path. We
can choose at times both as individuals and a community which
technologies we want to use and how we want to use them. Knowing that is
something that can empower us to use technology and to develop it more
wisely. Religion can give us communities in which to feel supported in
those choices and also a history of asking questions, of forcing us to ask
questions about what we really value in life that will give us a basis to decide
what technologies we will incorporate in our lives and how to do so.21

19

Detweiler, iGods, 33.

20

Ibid.

“Noreen Herzfeld on Technology and Religion,” YouTube, accessed
July 10, 2017; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YW0D2Vby86U.
21
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Catholicism in the Digital Age
The Digital Age, with its iGods and new cultural praxis, disrupts those Christian
practices that “shaped some of its basic structures of institutional life, religious authority
and theological thinking.”22 Inspired by Martin Marty’s insight, Peter Horsfield argues
that the “new interactive nature of digital practice” (on social media platforms such as
Facebook or Twitter) subversively breaks the construct of authority, a crucial element in
Catholicism, because authority in this new situation is “earned in the process of
interacting on specific topics or issues.” This new type of authority is localized in virtual
or digital communities rather than the brick-and-mortar, hierarchical institutions.23
In addition to these “side-effects,” the author also describes four major social
risks that digital practice brings to the table for everyone involved in communication: the
persistence of communication (once information is placed on the internet it will most
likely stay there forever), changeability (digital information can be easily
misrepresented), scalability (misrepresentations can quickly become “viral” — large
scale amplification), and searchability (which raises privacy issues).24
New ways of understanding and being in the world affect how communities are
formed in the digital age. Previous relationships between the individual and community,
where the emphasis on institutions was essential, are now fading, replaced by a process of
deinstitutionalization and regrouping into “a mix of communities.”
In this process of deinstitutionalization, those social institutions that in a
previous cultural regime were the principal agents or determiners of social
22

Horsfield, From Jesus to the Internet, 261–62.

23

Ibid., 266.

24

Ibid., 266–67.
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information, services and resources are having to adapt by packaging and
marketing their services and products to meet the needs and demands of
individuals and collectives in what is now a highly competitive, selective
and increasingly well informed social market.25
For the Catholic Church this move away from the centrality of institutions
represents a real crisis. In a world where competition for similar services is viciously
fought for, the church now finds itself in a challenging position of learning how to market
and sell its services.
A cultural and behavioral shift has been brought about by the increase of digital
mobility (one can be anywhere, anytime one click away from other people/places across
the globe) and access to resources (it takes only a smartphone and internet connection to
access the world-wide web). In the United States, for instance, 99.5% of Americans ages
18–49 own a cellphone, 90% of whom own a smartphone.26 Combined with a culture of
increased secularization, focus on mass consumption, and instant gratification of
individualized needs, human behavior has been limited to finding solitary paths (as
opposed to communal or institutional) to self-discovery and self-fulfillment. In this
context, the internet has become the most practical and convenient place to pursue this
path, especially for American 30-year-olds and younger, since now more than 96% of
them have access to it.27

25

Ibid., 268.

“Mobile Phone Users Worldwide 2013–2019 | Statistic,” Statista, accessed
July 10, 2017; https://www.statista.com/statistics/274774/forecast-of-mobile-phoneusers-worldwide/.
26

“Americans Internet Access: Percent of Adults 2000–2015 | Pew Research
Center,” Pew Research Center: Internet, Science & Tech, accessed July 11, 2017;
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/06/26/americans-internet-access-2000-2015/#internetusage-by-age.
27
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The Rise of the “Nones”
Paradoxically, this unparalleled access to information coincides with a massive
exodus of believers from the U.S. Catho3lic Church. A Pew survey from 2015 shows that
for every one new Catholic convert, more than six leave the Church.28 In addition, half of
adults raised Catholic have left the church at one point.29 Interestingly, the largest group
of people moving away from the church is indeed the group who has access the whole
wide world at their fingertips — “Millennials” (born approximately between 1982–1995,
ages 22–35) and “Generation Z” or the “digital natives” (born 1996, today, ages 21 and
younger).
The “nones” or “not religiously affiliated,” are not only the fastest growing
population segment (a quarter of the current U.S. population), but also becoming
increasingly secular.30 In fact, 90% of “nones” who left religion did so before age 29.31
But why this decline of religious affiliation among young adults? What are some
reasons for people’s moving away from Catholicism in the United States?

“Pew Survey: Percentage of US Catholics Drops and Catholicism is Losing
Members Faster Than Any Denomination,” Crux, accessed July 11, 2017;
https://cruxnow.com/church/2015/05/12/pew-survey-percentage-of-us-catholics-dropsand-catholicism-is-losing-members-faster-than-any-denomination/.
28

“Half of U.S. Adults Raised Catholic Have Left the Church at Some Point,”
Pew Research Center, accessed July 11, 2017; http://www.pewresearch.org/facttank/2015/09/15/half-of-u-s-adults-raised-catholic-have-left-the-church-at-some-point/.
29

“Religious ‘Nones’ Becoming More Secular,” Pew Research Center, accessed
July 11, 2017; http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/11/11/religious-nones-are-notonly-growing-theyre-becoming-more-secular/.
30

“New Stats on Why Young People Leave the Church | Brandon Vogt,” Brandon
Vogt, accessed July 11, 2017; http://brandonvogt.com/new-stats-young-people-leavechurch/.
31
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Generally, when speaking about the ascension of the secular culture, Pope Francis
points to a few characteristics: “privatization” of faith (the pushing away of the religious
from the public space into the privacy of one’s personal home), atheism (the rejection of
transcendence), and a tendency towards relativism (because now everything becomes an
equally valid choice of the individual). Pope Francis remarks that “these have led to a
general sense of disorientation, especially in the periods of adolescence and young
adulthood which are so vulnerable to change.”32
Bishop Robert Barron, Auxiliary Bishop of the Archdiocese of Los Angeles,
identifies two “self-inflicting wounds” that caused U.S. Catholic believers to leave the
church: the clergy sex abuse scandal and cultural accommodation. The first attacked the
body of the church, compromising both the image of bishops and clergy in general, as
well as their attempts “to preach, teach and evangelize — both within the Church and
without.” The second, attacked the mind of the church, transforming its missionary
endeavors into secular cultural accommodation, softening the edges and producing what
Bishop Barron calls “beige Catholicism.”33
In a recent presentation, Bishop Barron crystalized (similarly to Pope Francis) the
three challenges Catholicism faces in the United States, providing also three opportunities
for the exodus of Catholics, based on his fifteen-year experience in digital evangelization
ministry.34 The three highlighted obstacles are:

32

Pope Francis, The Joy of the Gospel, n. 64.

33

Brandon Vogt, The Church and New Media: Blogging Converts, Online
Activists, And Bishops Who Tweet (Our Sunday Visitor, 2011), 26.
“Convocation of Catholic Leaders — The Joy of The Gospel in America:
2017.07.04, Plenary Session,” accessed July 11, 2017;
14
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a) scientism (as opposed to science) — a reduction of all knowledge to the
scientific world;
b) the “M’eh” or “whatever” culture — where there is no longer an objective
truth (“your truth is your truth and my truth is my truth”) — a culture of pure
relativism; and
c) the culture of self-invention — based on “my freedom comes first” mindset, as
a primary appraisal of the purpose of one’s life.

Thus, the digital age might be perceived by many church officials (including the
Pope) as the ongoing assault of secularization, scientism, and relativism over religious
institutions, but also due to the social sin of the clergy sex abuse scandal, a systematic
withdrawal of Catholics from the organized institution of the church. As presented above,
the younger generations (in their 20s and 30s) are especially vulnerable to this trend. In
addition to secularization, the “spiritual but not religious” category emerges as well,
framing an increasingly large group of people who chose to find spiritual meaning and
development on their own. According to Horsfield, the freedom to access a wide
spectrum of spiritual and personal development choices, encourages younger generations
to move away from institutionalized answers, seeking instead their own path to selfdiscovery:
While interest in organized religion might be diminished, digital practice
appears to be ignoring those formal boundaries between the secular and the
religious, and actively exploring and playing with enchantment and
transcendence.35
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CHHdwNhFvgs&t=7050s.
35

Horsfield, From Jesus to the Internet, 269.
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Horsfield further argues that this attraction towards experiences of enchantment
and transcendence — towards the “mystery, myth and magic” — provides ample space
for exploration in the commercial media (movies, video games, virtual reality), in revived
religious movements (global Pentecostalism), and in “commercial products of
commodified enchantment” (Soccer World Cup, Olympic Games, etc.)36
To these observed patterns, Bishop Barron offers three alternatives or
“transcendentals” that can be used in a digital ministry to create a “hook” that will attract
former Catholics as well as new converts:
1) The True: no “dumbed down” Catholicism or a simplification of
Catholicism to the degree of superficiality; instead, offering a sound,
intellectual answer to the question of God and its ramifications;
2) The Good: using new media’s power to reach beyond the church walls
to promote the goodness of the Christian people and the radicality of
the Christian life;
3) The Beautiful: to show the world (not just tell) the way of the beautiful
as a means of evangelize; to reveal the “objective value” (different
from the subjectively satisfying, personal preference) and the
“aesthetic arrest” that the beauty of God’s creation has been portrayed
throughout the centuries via the arts.

36

Ibid., 270.
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SECTION 2:
NEW EVANGELIZATION AND NEW MEDIA
The Concept of New Evangelization
In his encyclical Redemptoris Missio (1990), Pope John Paul II names three
groups of people that require evangelization: non-believers, or “peoples, groups, and
socio-cultural contexts in which Christ and his Gospel are not known”; strong believers,
or people “fervent in their faith and in Christian living”; and people in the middle, or
those who have “lost a living sense of the faith, or even no longer consider themselves
members of the Church, and live a life far removed from Christ and his Gospel.” For this
last group, Pope John Paul II urges faithful Catholics to adopt a “new evangelization” or
“re-evangelization.” The newness resides not in the novelty of the gospel, the Savior, or
the tradition, but rather a new ardor for holiness, new methods for prayer and meditation,
and new expressions for the faith.37
With this holy plan in mind, the Vatican introduced the official pontifical website,
www.vatican.va, on December 25, 1995 — just ahead of the dot-com boom (1997–2001).
The very first post was Pope John Paul II’s Christmas message: greetings in different
languages and his traditional papal blessing Urbi et Orbi (“to the city [of Rome] and the
world”). In two days, the page was visited by 307,786 users from 70 countries.38 In 1995,
this meant reaching close to 2% of the total population on the internet. That percentage

Pope John Paul II, “Redemptoris Missio (7 December 1990) | John Paul II”,
W2.Vatican.Va, 2017; http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paulii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_07121990_redemptoris-missio.html.
37

Imrich Gazda and Albert Kulla, “The Use of New Media in the Catholic
Church,” Informatologia 46, no. 3 (September 2013): 235.
38
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today would translate to 75 million users in 48 hours.39 It was the equivalent of “going
viral.”
Benedict XVI continued his predecessor’s efforts to promote new evangelization
and communication efforts through new media technologies, taking considerable steps
forward. The Holy See’s official YouTube channel (www.youtube.com/vatican) was
launched on January 2009. Later, in September 2010, the Pontifical Council for
Promoting New Evangelization was established, with the desire to “re-propose the
perennial truth of the Gospel” in a new way, to reach a world where secularism engulfs
the faithful and Church practice.40 New Evangelization became a priority of Pope
Benedict XVI’s papacy, attempting to draw people back from the path of secularism,
which
causes people to treat religion “as a private matter,” a materialism in which
people seek meaning through their possessions, and an individualism in
which people’s self-reliance causes them not to recognize the need to rely
on God and to reach out to others.41
Faithful to his call to “rely on God and reach out to others,” Pope Benedict XVI
officially launched via his iPad the Vatican’s news service, www.news.va, on June 28,
2011, followed by the release of the papal twitter account (@pontifex) a year-and-a-half

39

Calculations made based on the historical internet data provided at
http://www.internetworldstats.com/emarketing.htm.
Mark Zimmerman (ed.), “In call for new evangelization, pope echoes message
of Nationals Park Mass,” Catholic Standard, July 6,
2010; http://www.cathstan.org/Content/News/Archdiocese/Article/In-call-for-newevangelization-pope-echoes-message-of-Nationals-Park-Mass/2/27/3972.
40

“New Evangelization Can Transform Hearts and Change World, Says
Cardinal,” Catholic News Service, accessed July 21, 2017;
http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2013/new-evangelization-cantransform-hearts-and-change-world-says-cardinal.cfm.
41
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later (December 12, 2012). Within 24 hours of the Twitter account release, 350,000
people became followers, and by February 28, 2013, Pope Benedict’s last day in office,
the account had increased 10 times the number of followers.42
Along with embracing and implementing new media and social media
technologies, Pope Benedict XVI also highlighted the need to promote a culture of
respect, dialogue and friendship on this “digital continent.” He understood the
“extraordinary potential of the new technologies, if they are used to promote human
understanding and solidarity.”43 In addition, Pope Benedict observed and acknowledged
the shift that occurred during his time in terms of communication dynamics, where “the
clear distinction between producer and consumer of information is relativized and
communication appears not only as an exchange of data, but also as a form of sharing.”44
Simultaneously, he acknowledged the human need for truth, authenticity and reflection,
in the process of sharing oneself in the digital world. He also noted the dangers.
As far as communicating the message of the Gospel on social media, Pope
Benedict XVI insisted on preserving the integrity of the Good News, “instead of seeking
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to make it acceptable or diluting it.”45 Furthermore, despite the optimistic view of new
media capabilities in evangelization, the pope remained faithful to the importance of the
Gospel “incarnated in the real world, and linked to the real faces of our brothers and
sisters,” thus, valuing “direct human relationships” more than online ones.46
Continuing the tradition inherited from the previous two popes, Pope Francis took
on the new evangelization mission in Evangelii Gaudium: The Joy of the Gospel (2013).
Mindful of the need to empower local bishops, lay leaders, and believers, Pope Francis
emphasized his desire “to promote a sound decentralization” concerning the Church’s
evangelization efforts.47 This important shift denotes a papal acknowledgement that, in
the new cultural realm (secularization and information-driven societies), Catholicism
ceases to be the authoritative, meaning-generative voice it once was in the world. Instead,
it competes with a plethora of other sources of information, with other “voices” viewed
as equally valid and important by society. Still, Pope Francis viewed this context as an
opportunity to evangelize in new ways:
New cultures are constantly being born in these vast new expanses where
Christians are no longer the customary interpreters or generators of
meaning. Instead, they themselves take from these cultures new languages,
symbols, messages and paradigms which propose new approaches to life,
approaches often in contrast with the Gospel of Jesus. A completely new
culture has come to life and continues to grow in the cities. The Synod noted
that today the changes taking place in these great spaces and the culture
which they create are a privileged locus of the new evangelization. This
challenges us to imagine innovative spaces and possibilities for prayer and
communion which are more attractive and meaningful for city dwellers.
Through the influence of the media, rural areas are being affected by the
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same cultural changes, which are significantly altering their way of life as
well.48
Under these circumstances, Pope Francis, faithful to his formation as a Jesuit,
released a call to worldwide missionary discipleship. To the extent that every Christian
has encountered the love and mercy of God through Jesus Christ, the separation between
“missionaries” and “disciples” disappears. The two become unified by Pope Francis
under the concept of missionary disciples.49
We are all missionary disciples — “all the baptized … are agents of
evangelization.” What this means is that every Catholic is called (as perhaps never
before) to become a missionary leader in his or her community. Missionary disciples
accompany other missionary disciples in their attempt to “reach everyone,” by preaching
the Gospel to all, including people “living” in the digital continent:
In fidelity to the example of the Master, it is vitally important for the Church
today to go forth and preach the Gospel to all: to all places, on all occasions,
without hesitation, reluctance or fear. The joy of the Gospel is for all people:
no one can be excluded.50
For Pope Francis, the church itself is a missionary disciple. The church needs to
continue “to grow in her interpretation of the revealed word and in her understanding of
truth.”51 Christians cannot, as in the past, “passively and calmly wait in our church
buildings” for others to come. Instead, Pope Francis calls for a deliberate transition from
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maintenance mode, a “ministry of mere conservation,” to a “missionary pastoral
ministry” mode by going out to the peripheries.52
How does this call for missionary discipleship to the peripheries (the poor, the
excluded, the marginalized), translate into action in the digital world? How does the
Vatican implement this new disposition by using new media to touch the young, digitalsavvy generation? Can Pope Francis and the church he leads “walk the talk” and become
agents of change, dialogue and evangelization?
The answer is a balanced yes. Pope Francis proposes an authentic culture of
encounter focusing his message on the essentials: “what is most beautiful, most grand,
most appealing and at the same time most necessary.”53 It is a simplified message, but not
simplistic, one that does not lose its “depth and truth, and thus becomes all the more
forceful and convincing.”54 The person, the medium, and the manner of delivery are
appealing to the general public. And the numbers testify Pope Francis’ presence and
relevance in today’s globalized culture.
Pope Francis inherited the Twitter account from Pope Benedict XVI, beginning
with approximately 3 million followers in March 2013. Four years later, the 9 language
accounts of @pontifex were followed by 34 million people, growing eleven times the
initial number, thus making Pope Francis the most followed world leader on Twitter.55
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In March 2016, Pope Francis offered another surprise by opening an Instagram
account (@franciscus), which has become a way for Catholics to accompany him via
pictures of his daily ministry. To this day, the account has 4 million followers.56 His TED
Talk (another premier for a pope) given in April 2017 was viewed nearly 2.4 million
times in a two-month period.57 To Michael O’Loughlin, author of The Tweetable Pope: A
Spiritual Revolution in 140 Characters, this is a clear sign that Pope Francis “is willing to
use technology to meet people where they are.”58
Pope Francis’ success is evident. But there is still work to be done covering
ground on the “digital continent,” where the attacks of “trolls” and “haters” are
ubiquitous and can endanger the seed of dialogue. An example of the ambiguity of digital
evangelization is the Vatican’s choice of Twitter (as an official pontifical account) and
not Facebook, the world’s largest social network (with 1.2 billion users). According to
Archbishop Claudio Maria Celli, the head of the Vatican’s Pontifical Council for Social
Communication, Twitter was chosen because people’s negative comments were more
likely to be omitted or ignored, whereas those on Facebook would be “more
permanent.”59 Yet, even with Twitter, the replies received @Pontifex were “creating a
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crisis” in the Vatican, where too many hours were spent sorting out “obscene comments”
from “educational debates.”60 Today, Pope Francis still does not have an official page on
Facebook (aside from unofficial ones created by “fans”) because of the worry that efforts
to navigate abusive comments would outweigh the benefits of the message.
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SECTION 3:
ROMANIAN CATHOLIC DIOCESE OF CANTON—
HISTORY AND PRESENT NEEDS
Romanians in America
Prior to 1850, the historical record of Romanians in the United States is sparse. In
1748, Samuel Damian, a priest from Transylvania, immigrated to the United States for
scientific reasons, conducting experiments with electricity and even meeting Benjamin
Franklin.61 A century later, in 1849, a small group of Romanians arrived in California
during the Gold Rush era, hoping for the best; they failed and moved to Mexico.62
Beginning in the late 1800s, Romanian immigration was shaped by three
important waves:
First Wave (1899–1928). During this period, over 260,000 Romanians entered
the United States, coinciding with one of the greatest migration periods from Eastern
Europe. These immigrants were peasants from Transylvania (47.5%), Romanian Jews
(40%), and Romanians from the Old Romanian Kingdom (12.5%).63 The causes of
immigration for Transylvanians (who at that time were under domination by AustriaHungary) were material and emancipatory in nature, due to their poor socio-economicpolitical situation.64 These people did not come to stay; rather their goal was to save
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enough money to buy land back in their home country and pay their family debts. The
famous saying among Romanians was “a thousand [dollars] and back.”
A sharp decline in Romanian immigration occurred up to the end of the 1930s,
partly due to the Great Depression, but also because of United States introducing the
Immigration Act (1924), which allowed only a quota of 603 persons to immigrate from
Romania each year.65
Second Wave (after 1947). The end of World War II was another critical
moment for Romanian immigration to America. The USSR assumed control over Eastern
Europe, and implicitly this meant an increase in political, economic, and social
restrictions for Romanians, who flocked as refugees or exiles to the United States. Close
to 30,000 Romanians immigrated to the U.S. during this time under the auspices of the
Displaced Persons Act of 1947.66
Third Wave (after 1990). After the Romanian Revolution (December 1989), the
elimination of travel restrictions allowed thousands of Romanians to immigrate and
reunite with their American relatives or seek better economic conditions. Whether
professionals, former political prisoners, or tourists who decided to stay, these
immigrants saw America as a promising freedom, economic stability, and religious
opportunities for those who had the courage to leave everything behind.67
After 2000, the U.S. Census reported 367,310 Romanians living in U.S. territory.
That figure constitutes 0.1 percent of the total U.S. population. In 2015, according to the
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U.S. Census Bureau, 468,994 people reported Romanian ancestry.68 There is no
differentiated information as to how many of these were U.S. citizens vs. permanent
residents.
Romanian Greek-Catholic Church in the United States69
The Romanian Greek-Catholic Church (RGCC) is a Byzantine or Eastern Rite
church united with Rome, and was first established in 1700 in Transylvania. The wave of
Eastern European immigrations to America in the late 1800s produced an important
exodus of Romanians Greek-Catholics to the “land of opportunity.”
In 1905, the RGCC first manifested its presence on American soil in Cleveland,
when St. Helena Church officially opened its doors to the Romanian immigrant
community. Typically, the first Romanian Greek-Catholic parishes settled in industrial
cities, either on the East Coast, West Coast, or near the Great Lakes, but mostly in the
northern part of the United States.70 These new Romanian parishes were not only
concerned about the well-being of their parishioners (by creating a supportive community

“2015 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates,” United States Census
Bureau, accessed July 21, 2017;
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_
09_1YR_B04006&prodType=table.
68

69

According to Bishop John Michael Botean, the Romanian Greek-Catholic
Church is the name used for the Romanian Church worldwide. Romanian Catholic
Diocese of Canton is the legal name of the Romanian Church in the United States, while
the canonical name is Eparchy of St. George the Martyr in Canton of the Romanians. For
ease of use, Romanian Catholic Diocese of Canton (RCD Canton) will be used mostly
throughout this paper to designate the Romanian Greek-Catholic Church in the United
States.
70

Petru Stinea, Istoria Bisericii Greco-Catolice Din Statele Unite Ale Americii
1903–2016 (Alba-Iulia, Romania: Altip, 2016), 25.
27

for new and established immigrants), they were also deeply involved in the process of
financially helping the parishes “back home.”71
On March 26, 1987, the RGCC became an official eparchy (Eastern Rite term for
diocese), changed its name to the Romanian Catholic Diocese of Canton (RCD Canton),
and established its first episcopal leader, Bishop Louis Puscas. Geographically, RCD
Canton encompassed the entire territory of the United States. In 1996, Bishop John
Michael Botean became the second bishop of RCD Canton.
In the United States, the RGCC is viewed as part of the American Eastern (or
Byzantine) Rite family of churches, and is one of the fifteen acknowledged Eastern
Traditions in the Catholic Church.72 Greek Catholicism represents the third religion
among Romanians in the U.S., comprising approximately 5,900 members, after
Orthodoxy (numbering around 60,000), and Protestantism (mostly Baptist, around
15,000).73
Today, RCD Canton comprises 14 parishes, 5 missions, and 2 monastic
communities in the United States, as well as 2 parishes in Canada, served by a total of 33
priests.74
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Communication Challenges and Insights
In a 2015 master’s thesis titled Communication Challenges and Congregational
Insights, Oana Moldovan researched the conditions in which communication takes place
in the Romanian Catholic Diocese of Canton, focusing on the organizational context of
the eparchy, the way communication information flows, cultural diversity and
communication dynamics at the parish and eparchial level in the Romanian Church.75
The focus of the research was analyzing value-based, ethical practices in businesses and
NGOs, and then exploring opportunities for implementing these practices at RCD
Canton. In addition, the results also pointed to ways of improving leadership and
communication between bishop, clergy, and parish members, particularly through
implementation of technology and the use of new media tools.76
Distance, displaced priests, and scarce resources are often mentioned as the cause
for undeveloped communication between the bishop and his clergy (the first circle of
communication) and between the bishop and parishioners (second circle of
communication). Furthermore, Moldovan observed an organizational behavioral pattern
that takes place within diocesan communication:
Parishioners do not regularly interact with the Bishop; they only interact
with priests, therefore, it is important for the Bishop to make sure that
communication is actually working when he wants to deliver a message to
communities, since information trickle down is relevant in this context.77

Oana Moldovan, “Communication Challenges and Congregational Insights: A
study on the Romanian Byzantine Catholic Church in the United States” (Master’s
Thesis, Aalborg University, Aalborg, Denmark, 2015), 7.
75

76

Ibid.

77

Ibid., 34.
29

Quoting John P. Jewell’s article, “What Does All This (Technology) Mean for the
Church?,” Moldovan emphasized the need for the church to become technology-oriented,
by applying “business lessons and technologies to stay relevant with community
members.”78 The alternative would equate to moving “the church and its educational
institutions further toward irrelevancy in a digital world.”79
Moldovan’s suggestions for an improved communication strategy revolve around
ways to create personal connections between the bishop and priests. Priests mention
“personal connection, rapport and more face to face meeting opportunities” as instances
when communication is successful in their working relationship with the bishop.
Nevertheless, they are aware that the costs to sustain this enterprise would be prohibitive.
In addition, “more regular and more specific communication instances,” and “more
clarity, feedback and follow-up” were suggested to improve communication
effectiveness.80 To accommodate these needs, Moldovan suggests using technologybased virtual meetings, setting up diocesan e-mail addresses for each priest (to facilitate
interaction), conducting webinars (to inform priests on various topics), and creating an
online conversation forum (to exchange ideas). These are some ways to keep
communication and relationships flowing. Moldovan also suggests that providing
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bilingual content communication (English and Romanian) would help ease the linguistic
barrier as well.81
Concerning communication with parishes, priests responded to Moldovan’s
survey by highlighting the eparchy’s need to focus on increasing its online presence, by
updating existing online information, permanently adding new information, offering an
online version of the Unirea Canton Newsletter (Unirea is Romanian for “united”), and
making the parish bulletin either available online or sent through e-mail.82 Moldovan
concludes:
All the above suggestions reinforce theoretical conclusions that church
leaders should adopt effective forms of new technologies within their
organizations to expand the capabilities of communicating the gospel or
other useful information to the community.83
Apart from much needed technological implementations, Moldovan also
suggests the diocese should focus on “defining and communicating some community
objectives” that would increase clarity and understanding of the challenges involved in
pastoral care. Also, engaging dialogue with other religious leaders and organizations
“would help the priests with broadening the outlook and gaining more diverse
congregational knowledge” and thus, becoming more visible and available to the
community at large.84
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Taking account of Moldovan’s suggestions, the next section will address how the
use of technology and the development of an online presence can help RCD Canton
become more visible to the digital community at large.
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SECTION 4:
DIGITAL EVANGELIZATION — AN ANSWERED PRAYER
Testing the Waters: New Media at RCD Canton
My work at RCD Canton started in September 2015, assisting Bishop Botean with
the IT and communication aspects of diocesan work. At that time, RCD Canton used its
newsletter (Unirea Canton), the diocesan directory (Unirea Almanac), and the website
(romaniancatholic.org) as means to communicate its presence, history, and current
information with the Romanian-American community and the external world.
Aside from these tools, there was a perceived reservation both from the bishop
and some of the clergy regarding the future of RCD Canton, due to the shrinking number
of churchgoers, aging parishioners, considerable distance and isolation between parishes
and their members, and scarce resources.
In this context, the first default mindset that had to be challenged was the
perception that the Romanian Byzantine Catholic Church in the United States is
insignificant, and that we as Romanians are irrelevant in the grand scheme of things.
There are a variety of reasons that might influence or inform this perception: the tragedy
of the RGCC being banned in Romania during the Communist regime,85 a historical
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dependency in the United States on the Roman Catholic Church, the small size of this
community, but also a sense of incapacity to work as a team, as a cohesive unit.
Know, See, Hear, and Engage “Our Story”
RCD Canton had a story to tell the world. But very few knew about it, saw it, or
heard it, let alone engaged with it. With an infinitesimal budget and no real team, the
Vicar General and I relied on experimenting with new media tools that were available for
free to create awareness of RCD Canton’s existence. We decided that the diocesan
website would be the “home base” for providing visitors with vital information about the
diocese and our Church, and also the place where all other new media tools would lead.
In addition, YouTube would be used as a way for people to see us, the podcast to hear
about us, and Facebook to engage with us.
Consequently, RCD Canton’s YouTube channel, Facebook page, and podcast
were formed in the first year, together with necessary visual upgrades to the diocesan
website. By implementing a tracking system for the website (Google analytics), the
YouTube channel, and the podcast hosting company, we could get a sense of RCD
Canton’s audience in the online world. The data for the website, YouTube, and Facebook
were collected from January 1, 2016, to December 31, 2016. Data for the podcast were
retrieved from August 29, 2016 to April 29, 2017. The findings are expressed in four
distinctive categories, expressed slightly differently for each communication medium.
These categories focus on audience numbers, geography, generational breakdown, and
gender. If options 1, 2, and 4 are rather self-explanatory, generational breakdown needs a
few clarifying sentences.
34

In her book, The Social Media Gospel, Meredith Gould encourages churches who
embrace new media technologies to think generationally. Currently, in the United States,
there are six generations coexisting, each “behaving” in a particular manner, embracing
different value systems, with specific social expressions and degrees of consumeristic
habits, due to the diverse historic-socio-politico-religious contexts in which they were
formed. These generations are: the GI Generation (1900–1924, ages 93 and up), the
Silent Generation (1925–1945, ages 72–92), Baby Boomers (1946–1964, ages 53–71),
Generation X (1965–1981, ages 36–52), Generation Y/Millennials (1982–1995, ages 22–
35) and Generation Z (1996–today, ages 21 and younger).86 Without delving extensively
into the subject, it is worth noting the direct relationship between generational
characteristics and the type of digital media tools predominantly used to communicate
and get informed.87
Diocesan Website
Engagement. With over 10,000 sessions (a period of time a user is actively
engaged with the website) and more than 8,000 users, the diocesan website
(www.romaniancatholic.org) was the primary source of information people used during
the period data was collected. This does not denote a “viral” existence, but neither is the
website “dead,” as our bishop candidly suggested in one of our initial meetings. In fact,
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out of the 8,000 users, more than three quarters (6,136) were new visitors.88 That
represents a little over the estimated number of Romanian Byzantine Catholic believers in
the United States!
Geography. People from over 100 countries, from all continents (except
Antarctica), accessed the diocesan website during this timeframe, with over 30 countries
having more than 10 sessions per year.89 The top five countries were the United States
(49.6 %), Russia (18.5%), Romania (10.1 %), United Kingdom (4.3%), and Canada
(2.2%).90 Visitors from the United States represented roughly half of the total number of
sessions, and half the number of users. More than a quarter of the new users
(approximately 1,800) visited the site from Ohio, whereas 8.2% were from Illinois, 7.2%
from Michigan, 6.2% from Pennsylvania, and 6.1 % from New York — States where
RCD Canton had established parishes and communities decades ago.91
Generational Breakdown. It is worth noting that Google analytics offers
generational breakdowns, but not always fitting conventional generational brackets. 92
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With this in mind, in the United States RCD Canton’s website was visited by the
following generations: younger Millennials (here represented by ages 18–24) are the
smallest population, under 10%, whereas apparently, baby boomers (ages 55–64) are at
the top of the list with over one fifth of the total number of users (22.5%). However, since
Generation X is approximately between 37 and 52 years old, that encompasses almost
two groups in Google analytics (ages 35–44 and 45–54) — representing close to 34% of
the total population. Older millennials (ages 25–34) account for 16.4%. Therefore, if the
information is contextualized and recalculated, the population groups that are most active
on the diocesan website are Generation Xers (34%), Millennials (both young and old,
26%) and Baby Boomers (22.5%).93
Gender. In the U.S., the website seems to be a source of information more for
males (57%) than for females (43%), whereas worldwide, the gap increases even more,
with 61% male vs. 39% female visitors.94

YouTube Channel
Beginning in December 2015, the YouTube channel was created to offer RCD
Canton’s audience an opportunity to experience the visual representation of diocesan
activities. Throughout 2016, the channel promoted a collection of nearly 50 videos,
which included the bishop’s homilies, liturgies at St. George Cathedral in Canton, Year
of Mercy inspirational videos, and World Youth Day videos.
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Engagement. The videos had close to 3,000 views in the first year, totaling 6,365
minutes of watch time — which denotes an equivalent of 4 days and 10 hours.95 The top
four videos that attracted the most views are credited to the Bishop’s homilies, which
were in the vicinity but never crossed the threshold of 250 views each. Nevertheless,
despite not metamorphosing into viral videos, this rate does represent three times the
average parishioner presence during a liturgical Sunday at St. George Cathedral. All the
bishop’s homilies represent a third of the channel’s total views, which suggests a need
and appetite for similar messages of teaching and inspiration from the leader of RCD
Canton.
Geography and Gender. People connected to RCD Canton’s videos from over 79
countries, viewing at least one of the videos provided on the channel. The five countries
are from four different continents: North America, Europe, Asia, and Australia. The top
three countries were the United States (70% of watch time, 57% of views), Romania
(11.5% of watch time, 14.6 % of views), and Canada (6% of watch time, 5% of views).96
These findings revealed no real surprises, but suggest that many people of Romanian
Byzantine Catholic faith are watching/following our videos.
The interesting discovery had to do with the fact that in the U.S. males are
watching RCD Canton’s videos three times longer than females.97 In addition, two times
more males than females watch the videos. In contrast, in Romania, females viewed more
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videos (52%) than males (48%). But men spend almost twice as much time as women
watching the video content — demonstrating more engagement. Canada offered a highly
male proportion (85% of time watched, 83% of views). Surprisingly, the reverse was
found in Australia (fifth in terms of views, with 3% of the total, corresponding to 90
views, 102 minutes), where women are three times as engaged relative to men. This last
data point is more an exception than the rule, since the overall watch time (i.e.,
engagement) is male dominated (73%) rather than female (27%), including the number of
total views (male 64%; female 36%), which further demonstrates the androcentric
audience.
Generational Breakdown. YouTube seems to have a more refined structure of
data analysis, because it accounts for Generation Z (ages 13–17) in addition to all the
other generations. But, like the Google analytics, YouTube divides populations
differently than the sociological separation of generations. Nevertheless, if estimated
using Gould’s sociological breakdown, Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials
seem to be the primary audience of the YouTube channel, summing up to more than
three-fourths of the total population. Sadly, but understandably, just as in the website’s
case, the channel is seldom visited by younger generations.98
One of the benefits of YouTube is the potential for viewing visual messages on an
ongoing basis, with the benefit of videos being available for years to come. YouTube is
still an “old way” of broadcasting — one source to many. But there lies great potential
for message sharing and community building, especially in the context of RCD Canton’s

See Appendix, page 52 “YouTube Channel — Watch Time Breakdown per
Age” and page 53, “YouTube — Generational Breakdown.”
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history of information sharing and communication development and the large distances
between parishes.
Podcast
The podcast “Refreshing Bread” (refreshingbread.podomatic.com) was an
evangelization tool intended to produce two effects: (1) getting priests involved in a
common project, and (2) shifting priests’ expectations from a “getting” mindset to an
“offering” mindset. Each episode is a five-minute meditation on the gospel reading of the
day. Every week, 5 or 6 new episodes were created. The structure of an episode was
simple: introductory music, the reading of the day, a priest’s two-minute meditation, and
closing. The challenge lay in the timeliness of production for each episode. In eight
months, Refreshing Bread had the following results:
Engagement. For a brand new entry, the podcast was performing rather
successfully. The 129 episodes produced were downloaded nearly 2000 times.
Plays/Mobile Plays reached close to 5,500. The podcast’s website was visited over 8,000
times, averaging 1,000 visits per month.99 The most played episode was The Gift, the
Bishop’s Easter Message of 2017, totaling 750 plays and counting.
Geography. 70 countries visited Refreshing Bread’s website. People from 56
countries actually listened to at least one episode. It was surprising to see not only the
high number of listeners from African countries, but especially from a place such as
Somalia, a predominantly Muslim country.

99

See Appendix, page 54, “Podcast — Statistics.”
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In the podcast’s case, information on gender or generational breakdown was
unavailable.
Facebook
Finally, Facebook, the world’s largest digital continent, could not be disregarded
from the affordable social media toolbox to be used for communication and
evangelization.
Engagement. Over the course of a year, RCD Canton’s page gathered 147
followers or page likes. Best posts reached organically (without additional payment to
advertise) around 1,500 people. RCD Canton’s World Youth Day stateside pictures,
Bishop Botean’s Christmas video message, and his Anniversary Homily were among the
most engaged content.100
Despite these encouraging signs, we are still underutilizing Facebook’s power to
reach, connect, and engage with RCD Canton’s people.
Overall, based on one year of “testing the waters,” whether via the website,
YouTube channel, Facebook, or podcast platform, the statistics reveal three positive
results from this initiative and two cautionary notes. Firstly, new media technology is
opening RCD Canton to the world in ways that traditional media would have
accomplished only through an extensive investment of resources. Secondly, the eparchial
adage “nobody cares we exist” has been proven false by the level of interest shown once
content was released on a regular basis. Thirdly, for a small church such as the Romanian
Catholic Diocese of Canton, using new media and social media at a parish level (not just

100

See Appendix, page 55, “Facebook — Statistics.”
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at the eparchial level) could be supported and encouraged by an ongoing process of
education and strategic implementation. On the cautionary side, we must recognize that
the level of control and power of reaching RCD Canton’s target audience (the core,
committed, and disengaged parishioners, as well as the general public) is still at its
embryonic stage, and that this new media endeavor is not self-sustaining.
However, to evangelize effectively and reach out through all available and
affordable channels of communication, RCD Canton needs to address traditional media
as well.
Print Is Not Dead. It’s Transfiguring.
Bridging the past with the future, traditional media and new media in a symbiotic
form, to evangelize effectively, is the challenge not only for RCD Canton but for every
Catholic diocese in America. The limitations of new media pertain to the information
overload that is already prevalent in the digital world. One e-mail, YouTube video,
Facebook post, tweet, or website post might be competing with thousands of other
messages delivered daily. Hence, relying on new media or social media alone becomes
problematic if we want to be effective.
Nevertheless, opportunities of integrating traditional and new media are at hand.
In fact, Faith Catholic Publishing, a print-magazine publisher of the diocese of Lansing,
Michigan, changed the way printing is perceived. Owning close to one fourth of the
Catholic diocesan publication market share in the United States, Faith Catholic is
interesting because it is moving away from a parish/diocesan newsletter communication
style, where the primary focus is conveying news. Instead, Faith Catholic’s value
proposition relies on placing evangelization first as a reason for communicating, with a
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focus on telling stories of real people that inspire, inform, and engage readers.101 This
form of content evangelization has the option of integrating both traditional and new
media tools, because the same content can be directed through multiple channels (print,
website, social media). Furthermore, the marketing and communication solution is
brought forth by a powerful look and a fresh design, aspects which were missing
altogether from RCD Canton’s Unirea newsletter, a black and white, newspaper-like
publication, which was appealing less to the younger audience.
For RCD Canton, the reconfiguring of its publication initiatives becomes a great
opportunity to rebrand itself visually and content-wise, while focusing on the lives and
stories of its own faithful people. Compared to social media, which may still be a “hit and
miss” communication and evangelization tool, the new Unirea magazine can bridge this
gap by entering each parishioner’s home.

“About | FAITH Catholic,” FAITH Catholic, accessed July 11, 2017;
https://faithcatholic.com/about.
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SECTION 5:
MOVING FORWARD

The Catholic Church in the United States is living in a time of great challenges
that yield equally great opportunities. The challenges lie in being engulfed in the digital
age, in a society marked by the sign of the culture, where for each new convert, six move
away from the church. The challenge is to become relevant again. The Church’s role in
communicating the Good News to an audience lost on the “digital continent,” devoted to
technology’s iGods, allured by the secular mindset, and reticent to forms of organized
religion becomes indeed a Sisyphean task.
Nevertheless, the opportunities emerge from the new evangelization movement
issued by the last three Popes, which invites and encourages believers themselves to
become the change agents. As Pope Francis emphasizes in Evangelii Gaudium, we are
called to new evangelization efforts by being “missionary disciples” and going to the
“peripheries.” This paper focused on the new and increasing digital periphery in the
United States, taking as a case study the Romanian Catholic Diocese of Canton (RCD
Canton). It showed how new media tools provide a pathway through which a small
church can overcome distance, displaced priests, geographical boundaries, and limited
resources to become a presence that seeks relevance locally and worldwide.

From Digital Experiment to Strategic Communication Plan
The breakthroughs achieved by developing an online presence via the eparchial
website, YouTube channel, Facebook page, and podcast broke down some of the limiting
beliefs many clergy and eparchial leaders had: we are invisible, and there is no interest in
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our church whatsoever. Yet, in 2016, the 8,000 unique website users (from over 100
countries), 3,000 views of RCD Canton’s YouTube videos (from 79 countries), nearly
5,500 listening and 2,000 downloads of podcast episodes, and almost 150 friends on
Facebook is enough evidence that the question of invisibility and irrelevance is in fact
RCD Canton’s lack of exposure and online presence. As the numbers above testify, “if
you build it, they will come.”102
Consolidating this small but encouraging success is key to moving forward. The
digital experiment should not stop, but it needs to be used as the a foundation for the next
level. This next level would entail a strategic communication plan, which implies
identifying the eparchy’s vision, mission, and values, while assessing resources and
opportunities to develop this experiment into a sustainable online ministry. An online
ministry implies a significant degree of commitment to a message that is consistent,
delivered in timely fashion, and integrated across platforms of communication.
This level of enterprise requires a clear sense of the value proposition the
Romanian Catholic Diocese of Canton offers to its priests, parishioners, and people, as
well as the tactics for dealing with how this effort will be promoted and implemented in
the context of the new evangelization.
High quality content is key. In line with the stories of Genesis 1–2, Christians
manifest their imago dei when they become thoughtful creators rather than efficient
consumers. Whether that refers to providing education in Byzantine history, liturgy,
prayer styles, or Romanian language, culture, cuisine, and heritage — all these are but a

102

Field of Dreams. Directed by Phil A. Robinson. 1989. Universal City, CA:
Universal Pictures, Film. Original quote is “If you build it, he will come.”
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few possible subjects that can generate significant content. Personal testimonies of faith,
immigration, and experiencing the birth of a new family in the United States are also
powerful ways of expressing parishioners’ stories of material and spiritual struggles,
growth, and meaning-making.
In the case of the Romanian Catholic Diocese of Canton, this overall value-added
proposition could translate into practical strategies for each communication channel:
-

Website: consistent news postings and information updates done in
timely manner are essential;

-

YouTube: a weekly video is key to increasing subscriptions and
traffic;

-

Podcast: requires at least an episode per week to sustain the idea of
presence, professionalism, and dedication; recording and posting
priest’s homilies could be a good place to start;

-

Facebook: a tool for engagement and marketing that can be a channel
of communication between all the above platforms of information
production and sharing; Facebook ads are the least expensive forms of
advertising;

-

Other Social Media: following the Vatican’s way of reaching younger
audiences, it would be wise to implement Twitter (for fast and accurate
news) and Instagram (to deliver visual messages) and perhaps even
Pinterest (for visually sharing different interests).

Romanian Catholics are called to transform these digital platforms from what
often appears be tools of self-glorification (or self-gratification) into places of dialogue,
inclusion, and transformation. Having a face, developing a voice, and expressing the
faith, tradition, and cultural treasures through the category of “the beautiful” is RCD
Canton’s greatest chance to shine and stir people’s curiosity. Implementing new media
tools thus becomes the opportunity of our generation to assure the existence of the church
for the generations to come.
46

Embracing new media should be in communion with using traditional media
opportunities to evangelize. The bishop’s appearance on local TV and radio stations to
proclaim the Good News is not to be discarded, but should be encouraged. Partnering
with TV stations such as Shalom TV and EWTN and creating mini-documentaries of our
monasteries (e.g., the documentary created by Shalom TV of Holy Resurrection
Monastery in St. Nazianz, Wisconsin) or other programs that increase public awareness
could be extremely beneficial in promoting what the Romanian Greek-Catholic Church
can offer: liturgy, spirituality, prayer style, family models, and tradition (history,
language, food, hospitality).
Using print and Unirea Canton magazine as an evangelization tool, focusing on
witness stories, providing ongoing Byzantine Catholic formation, advice for daily living,
and updates about important news and events could be a game changer in reaching every
family registered in the Eparchy.
Thinking as a story-teller and looking for stories at every parish is key in the
process of content creation. Creating (bilingual) content that people would like to share
and that can be cross-promoted is also a significant element of the strategic
communication plan.
Furthermore, knowing the audience RCD Canton serves is essential. Since we
have limited information on the current RCD Canton population in the U.S., a census
would be highly encouraged. If resources do not permit creating a team of great
communicators, then at least one dedicated, full-time staff member, helped by interns,
should be in place to execute the plan. Also, from a practical standpoint, investing in
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ministries that bear fruit remains of extreme importance for the sustainability of eparchial
efforts.
Internal Communication Opportunities
Oana Moldovan’s research on RCD Canton’s communication challenges
suggested the adoption of technological implementations to aid communication between
Bishop and priests, as well as Bishop and parishioners.
To this end, My Parish App is a cost-effective solution that could be incorporated
into the internal communication flow. This mobile device application can be used by
priests and parishioners to find meaningful information regarding their parish activities
(liturgy times, homilies, events calendar, daily readings, prayers, online giving) and a
powerful tool to keep the parishioners updated on latest news and last minute messages.
Basically, it is an application which would help people connect with their church.
The challenge now doubles: the Church is called to evangelize both on Earth and
in “the digital continent.” The good news lies in the opportunity of using in an integrative
manner both traditional media and new media to spread the good news. The Bishop’s role
is quintessential for teaching, inspiring, and becoming a relevant and visible presence
both online and offline, that will call both the church’s center (the faithful) and its
peripheries (the lost, disengaged, the nones) to become missionary disciples.
Pope Francis invites us all to a joyful living of the gospel, a lived experience in
everyday life, which inspires people to come together and work for the common good by
use of both traditional and new media technologies. Both priests and lay people are called
to join efforts in prayer, generosity, and evangelization if the church wants not just to
survive, but to thrive.
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APPENDIX
The World.
Users from over 100 countries who visited RCD Canton’s website at least once in
2016.

The United States.
Colored distribution of users per state visiting RCD Canton’s website in 2016.
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Website Audience Overview

Website — Top 10 Sessions (per Country)
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Gender Distribution for Website Visits (Male = Blue; Female = Green)

Top U.S. States Accessing the Website
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Website Visits — Breakdown per Age Group

YouTube Channel — General Overview
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YouTube Channel — Breakdown per Age and Gender

YouTube Channel — Watch Time Breakdown per Age

53

YouTube — Top 5 Countries

YouTube — Generational Breakdown
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Podcast — Statistics

Facebook — Statistics
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The Six Generations Living in the United States Today (by Ages and Numbers)

Source: http://www.ryan-jenkins.com/2017/01/16/what-generation-am-i-6-questionsthat-reveal-your-generation/

The Generations and Their Preferred Social Media Tools

Source: Meredith Gould, The Social Media Gospel: Sharing the Good News in New
Ways, 15.
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