Watching The Simpsons:

The Kids Are AlRight

By Mark I. Pinsky

As a parent – even as a grown-up son of the ‘60s – I was rattled when my elementary school age children came to me several summers ago and asked to watch The Simpsons, commercial television’s best-known dysfunctional family.

I knew the show largely by reputation, which was one of critical acclaim for its high level of cultural literacy and widespread opprobrium for its sassy anti-authoritarianism. Alas, my days of running through Washington’s streets in anti-war demonstrations, and penning “The Readable Radical” column for my college daily were long gone; now I was the family authority figure. What is a First Amendment true believer to do in the face of such a request from bright, sophisticated – and heretofore overachieving – children? Should I practice what I have preached so consistently at the dinner table, regardless of the consequences? Should I risk being told not to “have a cow?”

Searching for a solution somewhere between freewheeling Berkeley and hardline Beijing, I made a proposal to Asher, 11, and Liza, 8. Together we’ll watch the antics of Homer, Marge, Lisa, Maggie and, yes, Bart, with their friends and neighbors in Springfield, the gang’s mythical hometown. If  – as our household’s co-ruler – I think the show is okay, we’ll continue watching. If not, we’ll turn it off.

What surprised me, after sitting through weeks of nightly reruns, back-to-back, was not so much that I never felt the need to hit the remote. Rather, it was how big (and positive) a part God, faith and spirituality play in the lives of the Simpsons, their family and their friends. There is grace at mealtime, church every Sunday and a family of committed evangelical Christians living next door. When characters get into trouble or face personal crises, they pray, and they pray out loud – prayers that are usually answered, although the divine answer is not always “yes.” Jews and Hindus also live in Springfield and they talk about their faith, with feeling and knowledge.

Yes, like other institutions of modern life, organized religion takes some satiric wacks in the series. Yet God is not mocked. In episode after episode, the characters’ faith is animated but not caricatured. And from time to time the show addresses the kind of fundamental theological questions – How does God want us to worship Him? Is there a One True Faith? – more likely to pop up on a Bill Moyers PBS special than in a cartoon.

I wondered, was I really watching the same family sitcom I had been reading about for a decade?  I was, and it was a more truthful show, at its core, than many of its escapist competitors. While The Simpsons’ focus on faith is in sharp contrast to other commercial television sitcoms, their middle class, suburban family is probably more reflective of the religious life of most viewing Americans than any other show in prime time. (Only Touched By an Angel and Seventh Heaven, which revolve around religion, do more.). By consistent and overwhelming margins, recent polls show that – like Homer and Marge – the people on the other side of the television screen pray, bless their food, read the Bible and attend houses of worship on a regular basis.

Watching the show with my children, I learned that The Simpsons provided an occasion to talk about moral dilemmas portrayed in the show. Several episodes, focusing on the practical application of the Ten Commandments, were constructed like elegant, 22-minute sermons. Researching the subject, I found that my experience was not unique among parents who took the opportunity to sit with their children on Sunday nights.

Popular culture, television in particular, comes in for a pasting on the values front from evangelical Christians, and with good reason. But as a left-wing Democrat and a Jew living in a Sun Belt suburb, I often find myself agreeing with my Southern Baptist friends who believe that commercial TV is for the most part, “of the devil.” I recently cancelled our cable service, as much for the banal content as for the extortionate rates.

Having said that, shows like The Simpsons, which provide common ground for both cynics and believers, should be applauded – which I do. Those who argue that repeated exposure to sex and violence on the screen desensitizes young minds might want to consider this counter-intuitive corollary: Watching this show may convince impressionable viewers that God, faith and spirituality are essential parts of the moral constellation.
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