The Pleasure of Media

When I was growing up, my dad was a supervisor at RCA. That meant we were one of the first families around to get a color television set. We were so excited—even though the only programming available in color was the evening news! But soon, cartoons would follow!


Some people I know have little interest in TV. I’m not one of them. Add cable television and a remote control, and I can be entertained quite easily for hours at a time if I have nothing more important to do—and if I don’t keep a sense of the kingdom of God about me. 


Much of today’s generation can’t imagine life without TV. (Even in Mexico I saw people living in city shacks, but TVs glowed through their windows!) It relaxes us, informs us and stimulates us in ways previously unknown. If we throw in computers, video games, and music to the mix, our culture is immersed in entertainment pleasure.  


Cathy and I have usually been one of the last among our friends to add the latest home entertainment device to our home, but one by one they usually come. And soon they’ll all be integrated through a home computer so any song, any movie, any program, any information, can be accessed at any time! (And no, that’s not heaven!)

It seems to me most inventions that bring good also bring the potential for harm as well. Something may be gained, but something is usually lost, as well. Radios brought music and news, but they also brought sexual lyrics and arrogant, crass talk shows. Computers brought the ease of word processing and internet research tools, but yhey also brought violent games and ready access to pornography. Media can either be a tool of God or Satan.    


One of the real strengths of media is its ability to convey the human drama. Whether it’s a news report on a natural disaster, or a movie that stirs our hearts to the possibility of love, or a sitcom that humorously exposes our own self-centeredness, media brings life to the surface. In “The Sacred Romance,” authors John Eldredge and Brent Curtis put it this way: “Art, poetry, beauty, mystery, ecstasy: These are what rouse the heart. Indeed, they are the language that must be spoken if one wishes to communicate with the heart. It is why Jesus so often taught and related to people by telling stories and asking questions. His desire was not just to engage their intellects but to capture their hearts.”
 


Television, film and the internet have joined with the older forms of literature, theater and music to express the human heart. And behind it all is the whispering of God, for people write out of their souls, and their souls speak about spiritual longings. 


For example:

· Dramas look at the challenges that face the human heart, and can serve as glimpses of our need for personal and interpersonal wholeness that only God can provide in Christ and his church. 

· Adventures involve achieving a goal against formidable odds, and mirror our soul’s longing to victoriously battle against sin and evil, culminating in our future reward and victory in heaven. (This is why I enjoy films like the “Lord of the Rings” trilogy—because its harsh physical battles symbolize the harsh spiritual battles I fight for righteousness and peace.) 
· Mysteries discover something that is unknown or uncertain, and are glimpses of our soul’s longing to know eternal truth and the satisfaction of understanding what was previously unknown about God, ourselves and his creation. 

· Romances are experiences of human love, and can serve as glimpses into our longing for perfect human love, and ultimately the satisfaction of God’s love. 
· Comedies confront our human weaknesses and pain through exaggeration or contrast, and are glimpses of our soul’s longing to feel significant, to experience acceptance in light of our weaknesses, and to find happiness in the midst of pain. 
· Fantasies stir our longings for joy and wonder and a “happy ever after” meaning to life, which can serve as glimpses of the kingdom of God that he offers substantially here on earth and in fullness in the new heaven and earth to come, where he himself is the center.

Some films, like Les Miserables and The Mission, proclaim divine truth clearly and explicitly. God is front and center. Others, like Sound of Music and The Lord of the Rings proclaim divine truth clearly but implicitly. God isn’t mentioned, but some deeper reality is there. Other films proclaim divine truth more subtly and perhaps only partially, like a painful portrayal of life without God, or perhaps a hope is stirred that becomes an object lesson on spiritual truth. Dr. Zhivago, Field of Dreams, and the Star Wars series are examples of these.   


As much as I love learning and being entertained, I can appreciate those who conclude that TV and film are not worth the cost. “Kill your TV” they advise. Or, “Television is a Destroyer. . . the very little good that can be extracted from TV does not make up for the overwhelming harm it has wrought.”
 Who can argue that seeing repeated sensual and sexual encounters outside of marriage, the use of violence to stop the bad guys, and godless solutions to life, can possibly have a negative effect on one’s spirit? Who can argue that hours of kingdom time can be wasted in front of a TV or a computer terminal—time that could better be used for solitude with God, Scripture or spiritual reading, relationship building, serving someone, thinking, enjoying nature, creating, repairing or learning?   


Douglas LeBlanc observes: “Certainly few of us will go to our deathbeds wishing we had watched more television. Nevertheless, some of us may wish we had spent more time thinking critically about the TV we did watch…”
 Yes, visual media can be a powerful reminder to us of spiritual realities, driving us to deeper devotion, praise, courage and love. But if we watch TV mindlessly without “taking every thought obedient to Christ,” TV can be a form of idolatry and escapism, where our shallow relationship with God (and people) is compensated by entering into the false realities of the screen. 


So what is our role in “exposing the deeds of darkness” depicted on our screens? I admire those who seek to redeem the media by writing and producing quality stories with godly values, but most of us are left with two realistic choices as disciples of Jesus: flee it or discern it. 


If we choose “discerning it,” I would encourage applying the six “Biblical Criteria for Enjoying Earthly Pleasure” in the previous section with great courage. For example, if you watch movies or TV programs with a spouse, family or friends, why not discuss them together using the lens of Jesus? (Are we concerned this would that “spoil” the entertainment value?) And if we can’t “Come, Become and Love” in this setting for God’s glory, perhaps we’ve bowed at the idol of earthly pleasures. 


Recently I had to excuse myself from a program where a character depicted evil too intensely for me to watch. I’ve also had to guard my exposure to certain kinds of sexuality. Yes, I can critique the bad and rejoice in the truth, but some battles may be too intense even for that. So fleeing must be an option, even if others around me don’t join me.


Of course, TV and film can provide a wonderful shared experience with family and friends. But it can also be a substitute for conversation. (Let’s face it: It’s often easier to watch three hours of TV in an evening than it is to sensitively inquire into your spouse’s or kids’ hearts, or to humbly share about the state of your own soul.) 


As we raised our children Cathy and I would often unplug the TV for periods of time. One year it went in a closet the whole summer. It’s amazing what creative and relational things kids can find to do after a few minutes of being “bored” without TV! I often take “fasts” from TV or my car radio, reminding my soul that life with God is satisfying without needing all the details about the latest news, or needing to experience another sports event, or needing to use the TV as a form of relaxation. 
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