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 The above title is not original with this writer. “The Dead Sea Video Tapes” was the title 

of a lecture given in 1976 by a certain Malcolm Muggeridge. His series of three lectures, given at 

the London Lectures in Contemporary Christianity, was published in this country by Wm. B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Co. under the title Christ and the Media. (cf. a review of this little book 

in the October 1, 1978 issue of the Standard Bearer.) In this lecture, and the entire book, the 

author maintains that the media and especially television have an evil influence upon our society. 

He raises many thought-provoking and, very frankly, frightening questions, as is evident from 

the following   excerpt from this lecture: 

 "Let us imagine that, somehow or other, a whole lot of contemporary pabulum-video tape 

and film of television programmes with accompanying news footage and advertisements, copies 

of newspapers and magazines, tapes of pop groups and other cacophonies, best-selling novels, a 

selection of successful films, recordings of political speeches, exhortations, comedies and talk 

shows, and other recordings of the diversions, interests, and entertainments of our time gets 

preserved, like the Dead Sea Scrolls, in some remote salt cave. Then, centuries, or maybe 

millennia, later, when our civilization can only be patiently reconstructed out of dusty ruins, 

incomprehensible hieroglyphics and other residuary relics, archaeologists discover the cave and 

set about sorting out its contents, trying to deduce from them the sort of people we were and how 

we lived. 

 “What, we may wonder, would the archaeologists make of us? Materially so rich and so 

powerful, spiritually so impoverished and so fear-ridden, having made such remarkable inroads 

into discovering the secrets of nature and into unraveling the mechanisms of our material 

environment, beginning to explore, and perhaps to colonise, the universe itself, developing the 

means to produce in more or less unlimited quantities everything we could possibly need or 

desire, to transmit swifter than light every thought, smile or word that could possible entertain, 

instruct, or delight us, disposing of treasure beyond calculation, opening up possibilities beyond 

envisaging , yet seemingly haunted by a panic fear of becoming too numerous, to the point that 

there would be no room on the earth for its inhabitants and an insufficiency of food to sustain 

them. On the one hand, a neurotic passion to increase consumption, promoted by every sort of 

fatuous persuasion among the technologically advanced people of the Western world; on the 

other, ever-increasing hunger and want among the rest of mankind. Never, the archeologists will 

surely conclude, was any generation of men, ostensibly intent upon the pursuit of happiness and 

plenty, more advantageously placed to attain it, who yet, with apparent deliberation, took the 

opposite course, towards chaos, not order, towards breakdown, not stability, towards death, 

destruction and darkness, not life, creativity and light. An ascent that ran downhill, plenty that 

turned into a wasteland, a cornucopia whose abundance made hungry, a deathwish inexorably 

unfolded. This, as it seems to me, cannot but be the archeologists’ general conclusion from the 

material available to them. 

 “All those preposterous advertisements, technically speaking the best camera work of all, 

beautifully produced, in the magazines, on the glossiest of glossy paper, on film or video tape, 

flawless, commending this or that cigarette as conductive to romantic encounters by a waterfall, 



some potion or cosmetic sure to endow any face, hands, or limbs with irresistible loveliness, or 

medicament which will give sleep, cure depression, remove headaches, acidity, body odour and 

other ills-can it have been, the archeologists will ask themselves, in the light of the almost 

inconceivable credulity required, and apparently forthcoming, some long since forgotten 

religious cult? A cult of consumption; the supermarkets with soft music playing, its temples; the 

so-persuasive voices, ‘Buy this! Eat this! Wear this! Drink this!’ of priests and priestesses; the 

transformation wrought by adopting such a diet, using such gadgets, stretching out on such a bed, 

the miracles; with Muzak for plainsong, computers for oracles, cash-registers ringing in the 

offertory-so, they will conclude, the worship of the great god Consumption was conducted, with 

seemly reverence and dedication. There were even religious orders, with prodigies in the way of 

asceticism being performed in the interest of slimming and otherwise beautifying the male and 

female person. 

 “Contrasting with this apparently flourishing cult, the archeologists would detect vestigial 

traces of an earlier faith called Christianity, which had become, it seemed, largely associated 

with social and political causes. Thus, the prevailing Christian ethic, in so far as one could be 

detected at all, was based on the concept that human beings were victims of their circumstances; 

in the nomenclature used by some moralists, ‘situational’. In the folk stories, plentifully 

represented in the film and video footage, misbehavior was almost invariably shown as being 

due to adverse living conditions, or to mental and moral states beyond the control of the 

individuals concerned; never to be deliberate wrongdoing, so that the notion of sin seemed to 

have largely disappeared, and virtue, in so far as the concept still existed, to have found 

expression exclusively in social acts and attitudes. If any of the archeologists were interested 

enough, they could trace the adjustments and distortions of the original Christian texts-always, it 

goes without saying, ostensibly in the interests of clarification-to conform with the concept of 

Jesus as a revolutionary leader and reformer, a superior Barabbas or Che Guevara, whose 

kingdom indubitably was of this world, finding in this textual and doctrinal adjustment an 

example of the infinite ingenuity of the human mind in shaping everlasting truths to conform 

with temporal exigencies. It might amuse one or other of the archeologists with a Gibbonian turn 

of mind to note how easily hallowed sayings were turned round to signify their opposites; as, that 

it is absolutely essential to lay up treasure on earth, in the shape of an ever-increasing Gross 

National Product; that the flesh lusts with the spirit, and the spirit with the flesh, so that we can 

do whatever we have a mind to, and that he that loveth his life in this world will keep it unto life 

eternal, and so on.  

 “There being nothing in the material at their disposal to suggest to the archeologists that 

Christianity had any survival possibilities, especially after coming across the announcement, as 

they inevitably would, that God had died, their assumption that a consumption cult had replaced 

it as a popular faith would be reinforced.” 

 According to Muggeridge, the basic doctrine of this cult is belief in progress, all chance 

representing progress. But our archeologists will discover innumerably instances of the 

deplorable consequences of the application of this fallacious proposition. For instance, they 

would see “wars, each more ferocious than the last” which were confidently expected to bring a 

lasting peace, “liberations that enslaved, revolutions that created worse tyrannies than those they 

replaced, divorce reform that undermined the institution of marriage and abortions reforms that 

resulted in ever more abortions being performed.” 

 The mystical content in this cult of consumption would obviously be sex. Writes 

Muggeridge: “Sex is the mysticism of materialism, a proposition that would have been borne in 



upon the archeologists when they found themselves confronted with a superabundance of erotica 

of every sort and description, in periodicals and books and newspapers, as in films, television 

programmes, plays and entertainments…” 

 As for the necessary redemptive process to substitute for the traditional Christian 

converstion, Muggeridge points to education in all its aspects. Education appears as the answer 

to all of society’s ills. But what is the result of this emphasis upon education for education’s 

sake? “Instead of sages, philosopher-kings and saints, pop stars, psychiatrists and gurus. Looking 

for a Leonardo da Vinci or a Shakespeare, the archeologists find only a Rolling Stone.” 

 Muggeridge concludes: 

     Surveying and weighing up the whole scene, then, will not their final conclusion be 

that Western man decided to abolish himself, creating his own boredom out of his own affluence, 

his own vulnerability out of his own strength, his own impotence out of his own erotomania, 

himself blowing the trumpet that brought the walls of his own city tumbling down, and, having 

convinced himself that he was too numerous, laboring with pill and scalpel and syringe to make 

himself fewer, until at last, having educated himself into imbecility, and polluted and drugged 

himself into stupefaction, he kneeled over, a weary battered old Brontosaurus, and became 

extinct?” 

 Is this not a frightening, but realistic presentation of the content of the media which 

surrounds us? Even the world recognizes and is concerned about the “soft core” pornography in 

television and the mass media. Even the world is disturbed by the violence presented in the 

media which it unquestionably links with antisocial behavior. Even the world is becoming 

concerned with the advertising industry and its influence, especially upon children. Even the 

world is becoming alarmed at the violence and corruption portrayed in the news reports.  

 Oh, we may chuckle when we hear about the kindergarten class, that when told not to 

squeeze a turtle, named it “Charmin”, or about a half a class of third graders, who when asked to 

spell the word “relief”, write “Rolaids”. But the power and influence even in advertising is 

undeniable and alarming. 

 Television and communication researchers support Malcolm Muggeridge’s thesis that 

“the technical complexities, necessity of editing, and the demands of the public make the 

television producer turn reality into fantasy. “Reported in the July 1975 issue of the Reader’s 

Digest the University of Pennsylvania Annenberg School of Communications researchers “found 

that heavy viewers of television (more than four hours daily) develop an unreal view of the 

world.” 

 This deception is found even in news reports. Jerry Rubin, one of the principals in the 

Chicago conspiracy trial some years ago writes in his book called De It:  

 “Television creates myths bigger than reality. Whereas a demo (demonstration M.D.V.) 

drags on for hours and hours. TV packs all the action into two minutes a commercial for the 

revolution. On the television screen news is not so much reported as created. An event happens 

when it goes on TV and becomes myth… Television is a non-verbal instrument, so turn off the 

sound, since no one even remembers any words that they hear, the mind being a technicolor 

movie of images, not words. There’s no such thing as bad coverage for a demo. It makes no 

difference what’s said: the pictures are the stories.”  

 What the future holds is even more frightening. In the November 1978 Reader’s Digest 

in a condensation from Newsweek entitled “TV’s Tantalizing Tomorrow” we read the following: 

 “Despite its projected benefits, the new technology is regarded with suspicion by those 

who fear that it will alter leisure habits and social arrangements in ways society may come to 



regret. Consider the video junkie of a not-too distant day, snuggly ensconced in his all-electronic 

cocoon, lightning up his three-dimensional wrap-around screen with selections from 100 

channels. Will he ever tune out long enough to converse with the rest of his family? What about 

the future of reading or of quiet, solitary reflection? ‘We have to find out if we are producing 

something pleasant or are unknowingly inflicting people with a cancer’, worries Sy Salkowitz, 

president of 20th Century-Fox Television.” 

 As people of God, and particularly as young people, we should be very cautious in our 

attitudes toward the media. We may not find our pleasure in the world. Careful, spiritual 

evaluation is necessary if we are not to be deceived. It is very easy for us to lose our spiritual 

sensitivity when we constantly come into contact with the corruption and sensationalism 

dominant in the media today. As strangers in the midst of the world we must have our eyes 

focused, not upon a television set, not upon filthy literature, but upon spiritual realities of 

Christ’s kingdom. As the Apostle Paul warns in Colossians 3:2, 3: “Set your affection on things 

above, not on things on the earth. For ye are dead and your life is hid with Christ in God.” And 

then we have this blessed hope: ‘When Christ, who is our life, shall appear, then shall ye also 

appear with him in glory.” (vs 4) 
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