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After sleeping and working, watching television absorbs most time in the lives of many Britons. What role should the television be allowed in Christian family life?


The Archbishop of Florence recently published a pastoral letter: “Family and television,” to be delivered by priests to every house during the Easter blessing of homes. 

The Cardinal’s letter seems so pertinent to our current situation in Britain, that it deserves to be more widely read. Any errors in the translation are totally my own responsibility, but I have tried to render it from the Italian as accurately as possible.

“Dear Parents,

May the beauty of Christ and of the Christian life shine out in your family and through you reach other families too.

I enter your home with my letter to help you live with that fixed guest which is the television. Often it is a quite obtrusive guest, which occupies more than just one room, and remains active for too many hours of the day. …….. The average viewing time of children and youngsters is about three hours.  

No longer do people notice how much TV has come to play a part in their lives, and how it conditions the family environment, the relationships between individuals, our organisation of time, our way of thinking and looking at the world, our choices and behaviour. 

It fills the mind with stories, personalities, models, scales of values and advertisements. It exercises strong influence by means of continuous feelings and emotions, to the detriment of reflection and of one’s critical capacity. One can say that by now our experience of reality has become a mixed experience, part direct and part mediated.

TV exercises its influence, be that positive or negative, especially upon the young, whose personalities are still being formed. It impacts upon their inclinations, on their emotional life, on their attitudes and capacities, on their anxieties and fears. It affects their behaviour, given that by nature they have a propensity to learn by watching and imitating. All in all, it is a powerful means of education or of dis-education.

One must acknowledge, along with the Holy Father, that the modern media offer “almost unlimited opportunities of information, education, cultural enrichment, and even of spiritual growth.” TV offers programmes of information and of entertainment; it allows one to participate live in great events; to a certain extent it allows one to experience the world as a “global village.” 

Supplementing the TV with an Internet-linked computer, there is at one’s disposition an enormous multimedia library, where anyone can read and anyone can write, where every type of knowledge is available, where it is possible to scan the newspapers, consult documents, see films, visit the great museums, listen to music, create relationships and exchanges, to make purchases and bookings.  

Great, therefore, are the advantages. But great too are the dangers. Excessive use creates a psychological dependency. It steals away time which is precious for important activitites, for meeting and for live conversation, for being together, playing together, going out together. Paradoxically, while our contact with things is extended, we remain the prisoners of loneliness.  

TV gives us a strong impression of reality. We are spontaneously inclined to believe it: what is shown on TV really exists, what does not appear is almost non-existent e.g. note how wars and guerrilla conflicts are ignored, which for years now in Africa have been claiming millions of victims. 

Even if, officially, all opinions are presented as if they were equal, in fact certain particular behaviour models are privileged. When all TV programmes are considered together, God is absent or marginal, and therefore He also tends to become irrelevant in the thought and lifestyle of many people. 

Vacuous entertainment, and moral degradation presented as something normal, push down the moral level of viewers; for example, aggression, violence, murders, adulteries, incest, the commercialisation of things and of persons. It is sad that a considerable percentage of internet-users are interested in visiting pornography sites. One understands why the Pope warns anxiously about media which “have the capacity to wreak great damage upon families, placing before them a vision of life, family, religion and morality which is inadequate and even distorted.”

Above all it is children and adolescents who are exposed to this spiritual pollution. Too often the supreme value laid before them is pleasure, rather than love in the sense of a gift and a help to others, the art of living and growing together, from which springs forth a true and lasting joy. Working upon the natural desire for omnipotence, the conviction is implanted that what counts is success, prestige, dominating, buying, possessing, obtaining money as the symbol of personal triumph. 

Fatuous models for imitation are offered; desires are aroused for superfluities whose acquisition is pointless; what is normal and sane is rendered irrelevant. Little ones, by being introduced without any gradation into the affective and sexual world of adults, are deprived of their childhood. While they need truth and certainty, instead they become disoriented by the merry-go-round of contrasting opinions.
………some pieces of advice in guiding your children to a conscious and sensible attitude to the media, to a use which is “moderate, critical, watchful and prudent”, as the Pope recommends. 

It is preferable that rules be agreed together with your children, but sometimes you need to know how to be determined and resolute, giving good reasons for your decisions.


Strictly limit the amount of time given to watching television: there are other important things which have to be done – studying, reading, praying, playing, some exercise so as not to put on weight. You yourselves should be the first to give an example of “TV sobriety”. Sometimes total abstinence is beneficial too. Bear in mind that often for children, TV is just something to pass the time: in reality they prefer to be entertained by their parents, to enjoy themselves with their friends, to do practical activities, to be in the fresh air. 

Make sure that the TV, and also the computer, are only in communal family rooms and not in the children’s own rooms. Within the limits of possibility, try to watch it together with them, and not to leave them unattended in front of the TV screen, as however happens only too often. 

While watching a programme, if you find it having a negative influence, try to put it into perspective with some witty remark, by irony or by making fun of it. At the end, try to promote a conversation about it: Did you like that programme? Why? Do you agree or disagree with what they said and with their behaviour? Compare the ideals proposed by the TV programme with those of your family, and note where they conform or where they are different. 

Explain that the TV screen is not a window onto reality, but a filter, a representation in pictures, a type of telling stories. Rather like stained-glass windows. The cover photograph is a reproduction from our Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, of the Presentation of the Child Jesus in the Temple, designed by Lorenzo Ghiberti. The light coming in from outside is filtered by the stained glass panels, and gives shape and splendour to the grand figures, gathered around the altar and centred upon the child Jesus.


The event depicted in St Luke’s Gospel is real; but the appearance and composition were invented by the artist. Similarly, TV offers us a partial and artificial point of view. It involves electronic images, recorded by the cameramen and selected by the editor. This is true both in live transmissions, but especially in pre-recorded transmissions, which are the result of a laborious process of montage. 

The Pope points out that even little children can be taught that the media are produced by people who have messages to communicate, inviting them to buy products or to behave in ways which are not good but damaging for them, and that children must not believe everything that they see.

TV can be a liar: not everything which it says is true, not everything it suggests is good. Often programmes are dreamed up and produced for commercial interests, or for political motives: those who have either money or power want to impose their point of view. One can say that TV is a window open upon the world: but it is a world which has been artificially reconstructed, at least in part………..
[Video, satellite and digital channels sometimes offer healthier alternatives. Schools and parishes have a role in educating people about media usage.  If viewers notice TV programmes between 7 am and 10.30 pm which contain gratuitous violence, pornography or heavy vulgarity, they should complain within 30 days to the Ministry.] 

“Dearest parents, I accompany with my prayers and blessing in the name of the Lord your precious and difficult task of bringing up your children. Like Mary and Joseph in the mystery of the Presentation in the Temple, who offer the child Jesus to the heavenly Father and put Him at the disposition of His plan of salvation, may you too help your children to recognise the signs of God’s love and to walk in the footsteps of Jesus Christ. Ennio Card. Antonelli.”

