Media and Discernment

We live in the midst of a media storm, and Christians need to
develop discernment in their consumption of various media (TV,
movies, music, videos, computer, etc).

Media Exposure

We live in the midst of a media storm. Every day we are
confronted by more media messages than a previous generation
could even imagine.

For example, more homes have TV sets (98 percent) than have
indoor plumbing. In the average home the television set is on
for more than six hours a day. Children spend more time
watching television than in any other activity except
sleep.{1l} Nearly half of elementary school children and 60
percent of adolescents have television sets in their
bedrooms.{2}

But that is just the beginning of the media exposure we
encounter. The Journal of the American Medical Association
estimates that the average teenager listens to 10,500 hours of
music during their teen years.{3} Families are watching more
movies than every before since they can now watch them on
cable and satellite and rent or buy movies in video and DVD
format.

The amount of media exposure continues to increase every year.
Recent studies of media usage reveal that people spend more
than double the time with media than they think they do. This
amounts to nearly twelve hours a day total. And because of
media multitasking, summing all media use by medium results in
a staggering fifteen hours per day.{4}

Student use of the Internet has been increasing to all-time
levels. A study done at the University of Massachusetts at
Amherst found the following:{5}
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= Nearly 90 percent of the students access the Internet
every day.

= Students spent over ten hours per week using IM (instant
messaging) .

» Those same students spent over twenty-eight hours per
week on the Internet.

 Nearly three-fourths spent more time online than they
intended.

In addition to concerns about the quantity of media input are
even greater concerns about the quality of media input. For
example, the average child will witness over 200,000 acts of
violence on television, including 16,000 murders before he or
she is 18 years old. And consider that the average child views
30,000 commercials each year.

A study of adolescents (ages 12-17) showed that watching sex
on TV influences teens to have sex. Youths were more likely to
initiate intercourse as well as other sexual activities.{6}

Over 1000 studies (including reports from the Surgeon
General'’s office and the National Institute of Mental Health)
“point overwhelmingly to a causal connection between media
violence and aggressive behavior in some children.”{7}

To put it simply, we are awash in media exposure, and there is
a critical need for Christians to exercise discernment. Never
has a generation been so tempted to conform to this world
(Rom. 12:1-2) because of the growing influence of the
proliferating forms of media.

Biblical Discernment

Although the Bible does not provide specific instructions
about media (you can’t find a verse dealing with television,
computers, or DVDs), it nevertheless provides broad principles
concerning discernment.



For example, the apostle Paul in 2 Timothy 2:22 instructs us
to “Flee from youthful lusts.” We should stay away from
anything (including media) that inflames our lust. Paul also
goes on to say that in addition to fleeing from these things,
we should also “pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace.”
We should replace negative influences in our life with those
things which are positive.

Paul says in Colossians 3:8, “But now you must rid yourselves
of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and
filthy language from your lips.” Now, does that mean you could
never read something that has anger or rage or slander in 1it?
No. After all, the Bible has stories of people who manifest
those traits in their lives.

What Paul is saying is that we need to rid ourselves of such
things. If the input into our lives (such as through media)
manifests these traits, then a wise and discerning Christian
would re-evaluate what is an influence in his or her life.

Paul tells us in Philippians 4:8, “Finally, brothers, whatever
is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is
pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is
excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.” We should
focus on what is positive and helpful to our Christian walk.

We are also admonished in Romans 13:13 to “behave decently as
in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual
immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy.”

As Christians, we should develop discernment in our lives. We
can do this in three ways: stop, listen, and look. Stop what
you are doing long enough to evaluate the media exposure in
your life. Most of us just allow media to wash over us
everyday without considering the impact it is having on us.

Second, we should listen. That is, we should give attention to
what 1s being said. Is it true or false? And what is the
message various media are bringing into our lives?



Finally, we should look. We need to look at the consequences
of media in our lives. We should rid ourselves of influences
which are negative and think on those things which are
positive.

Worldview of the News Media

Of all the forms of media, the news media have become a
primary shaper of our perspective on the world. Also, the
rules of journalism have changed in the last few decades. It
used to be assumed that reporters or broadcasters would
attempt to look at events through the eyes of the average
reader or viewer. It was also assumed that they would not use
their positions in the media to influence the thinking of the
nation but merely to report objectively the facts of an event.
Things have changed dramatically in the news business.

The fact that people in the media are out of step with the
American people should be a self-evident statement. But for
anyone who does not believe it, there is abundant empirical
evidence to support it.

Probably the best-known research on media bias was first
published in the early 1980s by professors Robert Lichter and
Stanley Rothman. Their research, published in the journal
Public Opinion{8} and later collected in the book The Media
Elite, {9} demonstrated that reporters and broadcasters in the
prestige media differ in significant ways from their
audiences.

They surveyed 240 editors and reporters of the media elite-New
York Times, Washington Post, Time, Newsweek, ABC, NBC, and
CBS. Their research confirmed what many suspected for a long
time: the media elite are liberal, secular, and humanistic.

People have always complained about the liberal bias in the
media. But what was so surprising is how liberal members of
the media actually were. When asked to describe their own



political persuasion, 54 percent of the media elite described
themselves as left of center. Only 19 percent described
themselves as conservative. When asked who they voted for in
presidential elections, more than 80 percent of them always
voted for the Democratic candidate.

Media personnel are also very secular in their outlook. The
survey found that 86 percent of the media elite seldom or
never attend religious services. In fact, 50 percent of them
have no religious affiliation at all.

This bias is especially evident when the secular press tries
to cover religious events or religious issues. Most of them do
not attend church, nor do they even know people who do.
Instead, they live in a secularized world and therefore tend
to underestimate the significance of religious values 1in
American lives and to paint anyone with Christian convictions
as a “fundamentalist.”

Finally, they also found that the news media was humanistic in
their outlook on social issues. Over 90 percent of the media
elite support a woman’s so-called “right to abortion” while
only 24 percent agreed or strongly agreed that “homosexuality
is wrong.”

For a time, members of the media elite argued against these
studies. They suggested that the statistical sample was too
small. But when Robert Lichter began to enumerate the 240
members of the news media interviewed, that tactic was quickly
set aside. Others tried to argue that, though the media might
be liberal, secular, and humanistic, it did not affect the way
the press covered the news. Later studies by a variety of
media watchdogs began to erode the acceptance of that view.

A second significant study on media bias was a 1996 survey
conducted by the Freedom Forum and the Roper Center.{10} Their
survey of 139 Washington bureau chiefs and congressional
correspondents showed a decided preference for liberal



candidates and causes.

The journalists were asked for whom they voted in the 1992
election. The results were these: 89 percent said Bill
Clinton, 7 percent George Bush, 2 percent Ross Perot. But in
the election, 43 percent of Americans voted for Clinton and 37
percent voted for Bush.

Another question they were asked was, “What is your current
political affiliation?” Fifty percent said they were
Democrats, 4 percent Republicans. In answer to the question,
“How do you characterize your political orientation?” 61
percent said they were liberal or moderately liberal, and 9
percent were conservative or moderately conservative.

The reporters were also asked about their attitudes toward
their jobs. They said they see their coverage of news events
as a mission. No less than 92 percent agreed with the
statement, “Our role is to educate the public.” And 62 percent
agreed with the statement, “Our role is sometimes to suggest
potential solutions to social problems.”

A more recent survey by the Pew Research Center further
confirms the liberal bias in the media. They interviewed 547
media professionals (print, TV, and radio) and asked them to
identify their political perspective. They found that 34
percent were liberal and only 7 percent were conservative.
This compares to 20 percent of Americans who identify
themselves as liberal and 33 percent who define themselves as
conservative.{11}

It is also worth questioning whether a majority of media
professionals who labeled themselves as moderate in the survey
really deserve that label. John Leo, writing for U.S. News and
World Report, says that it has been his experience “that
liberal journalists tend to think of themselves as
representing the mainstream, so in these self-identification
polls, moderate usually translates to liberal. On the few



social questions asked in the survey, most of the moderates
sounded fairly liberal.”{12}

Once again we see the need for Christians to exercise
discernment in their consumption of media.

Dealing with the Media

Christians must address the influence of the media in society.
It can be a dangerous influence that can conform us to the
world (Rom. 12:2). Therefore we should do all we can to
protect against its influence and to use the media for good.

Christians should strive to apply the following two passages
to their lives as they seek discernment concerning the media:
Philippians 4:8, which we quoted above, and Colossians 3:2-5:

Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For
you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.
When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will
appear with him in glory. Put to death, therefore, whatever
belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity,
lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry.

Here are some suggestions for action.

First, control the quantity and quality of media input.
Parents should set down guidelines and help select television
programs at the start of the week and watch only those.
Parents should also set down guidelines for movies, music, and
other forms of media. Families should also evaluate the
location of their television set so that it is not so easy to
just sit and watch TV for long hours.

Second, watch TV with children. One way to encourage
discussion with children is to watch television with them. The
plots and actions of the programs provides a natural context
for discussion. The discussion could focus on how cartoon



characters or TV characters could solve their problems without
resorting to violence. What are the consequences of violence?
TV often ignores the consequences. What are the consequences
of promiscuous sex in real life?

Third, set a good example. Parents should not be guilty to
saying one thing and doing another. Neither adults nor
children should spend long periods of time in front of a video
display (television, video game, computer). Parents can teach
their children by example that there are better ways to spend
time.

Fourth, work to establish broadcaster guidelines. No TV or
movie producer wants to unilaterally disarm all the actors on
their screens for fear that viewers will watch other programs
and movies. Yet many of these TV and movie producers would
like to tone down the violence, even though they do not want
to be the first to do so. National standards would be able to
achieve what individuals would not do by themselves in a
competitive market.

Fifth, make your opinions known. Writing letters to programs,
networks, and advertisers can make a difference over time. A
single letter may not make a difference, but large numbers of
letters can even change editorial policy. Consider joining
with other like-minded people in seeking to make a difference
in the media.

While the media has a tremendous potential for good, it can
also have some very negative effects. Christians need wisdom
and discernment to utilize the positive aspects of media and
to guard against its negative effects.
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