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Praise for Drowning in Screen Time




“David Murrow has a gift for addressing current issues that matter and offering solutions that work. He’s done it again with Drowning in Screen Time. This book will leave you informed, alarmed, and inspired to take immediate action.”


—RICHARD BLACKABY, co-author of Experiencing God and Spiritual Leadership


“What if you could wave a magic wand and find an extra twelve hours per week? David Murrow can show you how. Dave was drowning in screen time, got rescued, and recovered an astonishing twelve hours per week. He’s become one of America’s leading experts on one of the most compelling problems facing this generation and wrote a book!


“Drowning in Screen Time is a spectacular tour de force that blends parables, data, case studies, stunning personal vulnerability, and so many practical suggestions that there’s something here for everyone—parent, teacher, pastor, counselor, gamer, addict, worker—you name it. I highly recommend this book, and if you’re a parent, it’s must-reading.”


—PATRICK MORLEY, Ph.D., author of the bestselling book Man in the Mirror with four million copies in print


“David Murrow digs deep and pulls back the covers to reveal what’s really happening when we get lost in our screens. This book is an urgent and needed wake-up call for all who value the soul and deep relationships.”


—KENNY LUCK, ECPA Platinum Award–winning author, founder of Every Man Ministries, and author of Dangerous Good: The Coming Revolution of Men Who Care


“If you have teenagers, they have cell phones and computers. If they have cell phones and computers, they are addicted. If they are addicted, you want to help them, and David Murrow has written just the book we need just when we needed it!”


—BRAD STINE, stand-up comedian known as “God’s Comic”


“I needed this book for my own well-being. With Drowning in Screen Time, David Murrow is the Morpheus to our Neo. Take the red pill and read this book today!”


—TIERCE GREEN, director of the Authentic Manhood Initiative and co-presenter of 33 The Series


“I have not met one parent, youth leader, or teacher who doesn’t think screen time is one of the major issues of our day. We must figure out how to create a media-safe home. David Murrow has written a well-researched and important book to help us make better decisions and teach our children to do the same.”


—JIM BURNS, Ph.D., president of HomeWord and author of Doing Life with Your Adult Children: Keep Your Mouth Shut and the Welcome Mat Out


“This engaging and easy-to-read book exposes the sinister world of digital entanglement that has taken us all captive—and gives us a way out. Drowning in Screen Time is a must-read for every adult, parent, and grandparent. If you want to get back ten years of your life, read this book.”


—REVEREND PAUL LOUIS COLE, D.Th., president of the Christian Men’s Network


“Drowning in Screen Time is a timely book that exposes the hidden dangers lurking in the deep waters of unhealthy, excessive, and addictive screen use. With personal stories, parables, research, and practical principles, David Murrow throws us a lifeline that leads to safety. This insightful book is a lighthouse to a culture that is sinking in a sea of chaos.”


—MICHELLE WATSON CANFIELD, Ph.D., author of Let’s Talk: Conversation Starters for Dads and Daughters and Radio/Podcast host of The Dad Whisperer


“David Murrow gives us an insider’s account of how screens of all kinds are shaping and controlling us, our families, and friends. He then provides simple, practical tips to take back control and live with our screens in healthy ways. You’ll find here a reasoned, balanced approach to taming a powerful—and sometimes dangerous—technological phenomenon.”


—THOM SCHULTZ, founder and president of Group Publishing


“OK, David Murrow, you win. After reading your book, I’m going to do something about all those mindless minutes I’ve been wasting staring at my screens. Thank you for writing a book that’s readable, sensible, and above all, doable.”


—PAUL COUGHLIN, president of The Protectors: Freedom from Bullying, Courage, Character & Leadership for Life


“As my wife and I raised our four children, we talked often about the dangers of excessive screen time. We did our best to guide them and limit their screen activity. However, looking back, we were not truly equipped nor fully aware of the perils of excessive screen time (nowhere close, actually). David Murrow has done a fantastic job laying out a compelling and practical message of warning people of ALL ages of the dangers of screen time. This book is exceptionally researched and utterly sobering.”


—ROD HANDLEY, founder and president of Character That Counts


“With the average American spending nine hours a day absorbed in their screens, the need for a book like this one is painfully obvious. Fortunately, the solutions David Murrow offers aren’t painful at all. I’ve begun cutting back on screen time, and I’m happier for it. So are my loved ones.”


—RICK JOHNSON, bestselling author of Better Dads, Stronger Sons


“You only get one life… is this how you want to spend it—staring at screens? Dig into this book and let it set you free.”


—JEFF KEMP, author of Facing the Blitz and retired NFL quarterback for the Seattle Seahawks


“It should be obvious, but until I read David Murrow’s book, I hadn’t realized that screen time is a two-headed monster. It’s not just what we see that affects us—the real problem is how much time we’re sacrificing to these glowing time-wasters. This book strengthened my resolve to stay engaged in real life, and I think it will do the same for you.”


—JIM WHITMORE, president of the National Coalition of Ministries to Men
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FOREWORD


A young pastor once asked me if I would mentor him. He was serving at his first church and was experiencing significant difficulties. Upon our first meeting, he had no sooner settled into his seat in my office than his cell phone noisily vibrated, alerting him to an incoming message. I will never forget the look on the man’s face. He knew I was a busy person and that my time was valuable. But his curiosity was killing him! So he glanced at his phone for several seconds before returning his attention to me. Less than three minutes later, another notification interrupted our conversation. Again, he looked down at his phone before rejoining our conversation.


“Is anything wrong?” I asked.


“No. Everything’s good,” he replied.


I had barely resumed speaking when his phone buzzed yet again. At that point, I’d had enough. I told the man I didn’t mind talking with him, but I didn’t have time to sit and watch him check his messages every few minutes. He got the message. As soon as our meeting was over, he hurriedly made his way to my driveway and sat in his car reading all his missed messages. He eventually left the ministry.


I realized I had witnessed something deeply troubling. The man was facing significant problems he desperately needed to resolve. I was capable of helping him. But the device in his hand seemed determined to control his life. It constantly interrupted him and left him distracted and unfocused. And like a salivating Pavlovian dog, each time he received a new notification, the pastor was gripped with an overpowering compulsion—dare I say, addiction—to reward himself by looking at his device.


We live in a troubled age. People spend hundreds of hours each month engrossed in media when only a generation or two ago they would have invested themselves in something healthier and more productive. The depression and suicide rates among teens, especially females, have reached alarming levels. The current polarization in society is unprecedented. The media industry spends billions of dollars making products as addictive as possible. Now people can “friend” total strangers in the hope they will reciprocate and “friend” them in return. The result? People have thousands of “friends” but no one to call when they have a problem. Or people post updates on Facebook and then anxiously check every few minutes to see if anyone “liked” them. Life is increasingly becoming virtual, and the consequences are disturbing.


I first became aware of David Murrow in 2005 when his bestselling book Why Men Hate Going to Church came out. People had sensed for some time that there was a problem with church, but they were uncertain what it was. Murrow drew a bullseye on the issue, and people have been grappling with his insights ever since. Now he is tackling a new problem, and this one is far more powerful, pervasive, and perilous. This book may alarm you. It could disturb you. Hopefully, it will mobilize you.


Many people today behave like the raging alcoholic who adamantly insists he can quit drinking at any time. Like the addict, we know we are in trouble, yet we are so entwined with our media devices that we feel as if we cannot be separated from them. This book is timely. Not only does it identify the problem, but it also offers practical solutions. It’s best not to read this book by yourself. You should read it with others who can help you grapple with this extremely complex issue and who may need to help set you free from the sinister media dragons that are determined to enslave you. Read this book carefully and prayerfully and then take action. Before it’s too late.


Richard Blackaby


President of Blackaby Ministries International


Co-author of Experiencing God and Spiritual Leadership










INTRODUCTION Read Me First



Today is April 27, 2020. At noon I will press “send” and transmit the first draft of this book to my publisher.


My timing couldn’t be better—or worse, depending on how you look at it. Billions of people are under stay-at-home mandates, “socially distancing” from one another to slow the spread of the COVID-19 virus. The global economy is buckling. Schools are closed. Freeways are deserted. Airports are empty. Businesses are sliding toward bankruptcy, and millions of workers find themselves suddenly unemployed.


What’s holding the world together? Screens.


People are working from home via screen. Children are attending class via screen. Churches are worshipping via screen. Entertainment is pouring into our homes via screen.


“Pouring” is the operative word. “Our family is drowning in screen time,” a friend of mine posted on Facebook. “My wife and I work from home via Zoom. Our three kids attend virtual classes on their school-issued laptops. My son spends most of his free time playing video games while my teenage daughters are lost in social media. Everyone is binge-watching TV.”


But even before the virus lockdowns confined us to our homes, humanity was drowning in screen time. A pre-virus survey found that the typical American consumes nine hours of screen entertainment each day. Screens have been socially distancing us since they began entering our living rooms in the 1950s.


I write not as an academic but as a man who almost drowned in screen time. I didn’t realize I was in over my head, neglecting the important things, and hurting the people I love.


My Journey from Screen Addiction to Freedom


I was born in 1961, just as screens became ubiquitous in American homes. My father bought his first black-and-white TV a few months before I arrived. If we were home and awake, the TV was on. The Murrows started each morning with the Today show and fell asleep to The Tonight Show. We were the first family on the block to own a VCR—a Betamax purchased for $1,600 in 1977. (That’s almost $7,000 in 2020 dollars, adjusted for inflation.)


My father’s screen obsession disgusted me. He spent most of his free time absorbed in his TV, avoiding real life. I’ll never do that, I told myself. I pretty much stopped watching television when I became a teenager. I was proud of myself for conquering Dad’s compulsion.


Ironically, I graduated from college and went immediately into the TV business. For the next two decades, I produced screen content but rarely watched it.


Then in 2003, my screen addiction came calling in the form of a PowerBook G4 laptop computer with broadband internet and a wireless router. The combination of portability, Wi-Fi, and the World Wide Web proved irresistible. I carried that laptop to my easy chair in the evening and into my bedroom at night. Unlike my father, whose TV brought in fewer than a dozen channels, my computer provided an inexhaustible supply of entertainment, websites, email messages, and news updates. As a result, my screen time began to rival my father’s.


By the late 2000s, more and more of my attention was absorbed by that little thirteen-inch LCD panel. In the process, I was slowly losing touch with the real world. My body was home, but my mind was in cyberspace. I didn’t notice my absence, but my wife and kids did. One autumn day, they confronted me about my obsession with screen time. I faced the truth: I was trading away real life for screen life, just as my father had.


I wish I could say I declared victory that day, but each new screen technology has brought with it unexpected temptations.


About three years ago, a buddy invited me to try Words with Friends. It’s like Scrabble, but you play it on your phone. It was an entertaining way to pass the time whenever I had a few minutes to kill: standing in line at the grocery store, waiting at the baggage carousel, or sitting alone in my easy chair. I reckoned I was playing about an hour or two a week, so it was no big deal. I was still getting my work done and spending time with my loved ones.


Then Apple introduced iOS 12, which automatically issues a weekly screen-time summary. When I saw my first report, I dropped to my knees. Over the previous seven days I had blown more than twelve hours playing Words with Friends. Once again, the hypnotic power of a glowing screen had blinded me to my obsession. I was angry at myself for wasting so much time in pursuit of something so meaningless.


I immediately deleted the game. Those first few days were difficult. I instinctively reached for my phone dozens of times. I felt as though I was disappointing my friends for dropping out of matches already in progress. But over time, my desire to play faded. And what did I do with those extra twelve hours a week? I began researching the book you hold in your hand.


So let’s dive in. I’m going to start you off with a series of easy-to-remember tales, which I’m calling the Five Parables. I’ll have one more for you later in the book.


A parable is a big truth wrapped in a little story. The entire book is built atop these parables, so don’t skip over them. Only then will the rest of this book make sense.










SECTION I The Five Parables











1.1 The Parable of Max and the Sea



After weeks of walking, Max reached Land’s End. Before him lay a sapphire ocean. Frothy waves expired on the beach as seagulls cried overhead.


Max had never seen such a wonder. As a man of the high country, the only bodies of water he knew were rivers, lakes, and ponds. Waves had always meant a gathering storm.


But the day was fair—hot, in fact—so Max removed his outer garments, kicked off his shoes, and stepped into the sea. Cooling wavelets met his toes, and sand began massaging the soles of his aching feet.


Max waded in up to his ankles. He felt no danger, only pleasure as gentle swells lapped at his tired calves. He stepped further into the soothing waters—knee-deep, hip-deep, and then waist-deep. He began to feel buoyant as seawater cradled his lower body.


Max hardly noticed as the undertow began carrying him farther out until he was chest-deep and eventually neck-deep. He felt a mixture of fright and exhilaration as large waves lifted him off his feet and crashed over his head. Max felt no alarm; he could see the shoreline at a distance and touch the seafloor below.


Max noticed a bulbous, white creature floating near the surface of the water. Then another and another. They were all around him. As he reached out to touch one, he felt a sharp twinge of pain just above his left ankle. Then something stung his lower back. Max detected the faint outline of tentacles descending like vines from the creatures’ watery bodies. He tried to wade back to shore but struggled to gain his footing in the deep, churning waters. He was stung again and again. Max began to feel lightheaded and disoriented.


Then came a rogue wave that knocked him backward. He gasped for breath as his body tumbled violently. He tried to stand, but the seafloor was gone. He briefly spotted the shoreline and attempted to paddle back, but waves kept pounding him, and a rip current carried him farther out to sea.


The same waters that had welcomed Max so pleasurably now ushered him to his grave.


The Parable of Max and the Sea Explained


In this parable, Max represents humanity. The land (both the shore and seafloor) represents real life. The water represents screen life.


Just as Max had never seen an ocean, humanity had never seen a screen until December 28, 1895, when the Lumiére brothers unveiled the world’s first film-projection system in a Paris café. For the next fifty years, screens existed only in movie theaters. People typically saw one motion picture a month, placing them ankle-deep in screen time.


Screens began showing up in our homes in the late 1940s with the advent of broadcast television. By 1960, 85 percent of American homes had a TV set, and screen time became an everyday pleasure. Humanity was then knee-deep in screen time.


Beginning in the 1970s, a host of new technologies pulled us deeper into the screen world. Home video cassette recorders (VCRs) and an explosion of new cable networks increased our enjoyment, raising screen time to waist-level. Video games and personal computers made our screens interactive, pushing the water up to our chests. Then came wireless computing and smartphones, making screen time an anytime, anywhere experience. By the 2010s, we were up to our necks in screen time, devoting the vast majority of our spare attention to our glowing companions. We experienced a mixture of fright and exhilaration as our screens lifted us to new heights of productivity and diversion. Few of us sensed any danger. We could still see the shore and the seafloor (real life).


Max felt curiosity as he saw his first jellyfish bobbing peacefully atop the waves. It looked so harmless. In the same way, many of us have followed our curiosity to some unhealthy screen activities. “I can handle this,” we tell ourselves as our souls are poisoned one little sting at a time. Our physical, mental, and spiritual health deteriorate. We become disoriented and lose sight of real life.


The rogue wave represents the COVID-19 pandemic that washed over the planet in 2020. Nobody saw it coming. The lockdowns suddenly plunged everyone into the deep waters of screen time. Friends gathered on screen, coworkers collaborated on screen, and students attended classes on screen. Many churches offered on-screen worship services for the first time. We were thankful that screens kept us in touch in a time of social distancing.


But the sudden immersion in screen life will cause many more of us to drown. In the first weeks of the lockdowns, web traffic increased 20 percent. Video streaming rose 12 percent, and online gaming spiked 75 percent.1 The world’s largest porn site saw an 18 percent increase in visits.2 America’s leading pharmacy plan manager dispensed 34 percent more anti-anxiety pills and 19 percent more anti-depressants.3 Alcohol sales spiked 55 percent during the first week of the [[p6]]lockdowns,4 and the United Nations reported a “horrifying surge” in domestic violence worldwide.5 Reports of online child abuse increased fourfold, as predators targeted youngsters who were spending more time on screens.6 One wonders if these trends are the new normal.


If Max had encountered the jellyfish and the rogue wave in shallower waters, he would easily have survived. Beach swimming isn’t particularly hazardous if you stay close to the shore. The enemy is the undertow, which constantly pulls the swimmer out to sea.


In the same way, screen time isn’t particularly hazardous when used by adults in moderation and for noble purposes. But screens exert a powerful pull on our time and attention, dragging us deeper into their world without our realizing it.





Here’s the lesson of the first parable: screen time often carries us into deep, treacherous waters.










1.2 The Parable of the Fishbowl



Sam likes to play table tennis, better known as ping-pong. He keeps his ping-pong balls in a glass fishbowl.


Over the years, he’s added more and more balls to his fishbowl, and it’s become quite full.


But it’s not completely full. There’s still a lot of empty space between the balls.


[image: Image]


One day, Sam notices that the balls are looking scuffed and dirty. So he fills a pitcher with water and pours it into the fishbowl.


Two things happen:




	All the empty spaces between the balls are filled with water.


	Balls begin rising to the top and spilling out of the fishbowl.





But Sam keeps adding water because the balls need a good cleaning.


The Parable of the Fishbowl Explained


The fishbowl represents your brain’s total capacity. And each ping-pong ball represents something we do or think about.


[image: Image]


Every worry, dream, thought, goal, and emotion is a ping-pong ball. So are relationships, work, school, leisure activities, responsibilities, sleeping, eating, and socializing. Each one is represented by a ball.


Over the centuries, the number of balls in our brains has increased. People have more to think about than ever before because we have more choices than ever. And all these options have filled our fishbowls to capacity.
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My fishbowl is quite full. Yours probably is too.


Here are just a few of my ping-pong balls: Family. Finances. Hobbies. Scheduling. Volunteering. Career. Dreams for the future. Regrets from the past. Friends. Health. Entertainment. That person I’d like to meet for coffee. That car repair I need to get done. Getting this book written and off to the publisher. Most days my to-do list is overflowing. My brain has a lot of things to do and think about.


But even the fullest brain (and schedule) has little moments of downtime between activities. Those moments are represented by the small pockets of airspace between the balls.


This precious downtime is crucial to our physical, mental, and spiritual health. Our brains literally rest and repair themselves during these intervals of non-activity—preparing us for the next challenge we’ll face.


Now, back to ping-pong-playing Sam. When he filled the fishbowl with water, what happened to that airspace between the balls? It was displaced, and balls started popping out the top.


In this parable, the water represents screen time. It’s filling every spare moment of our attention. Drowning out creativity. Pushing out thinking time. Displacing spiritual disciplines such as prayer and meditation. Keeping us focused on the trivial rather than the important.


Are you doubtful? What’s the first thing we do in the morning? Check our phones. Over breakfast we watch a little morning TV or spend a few minutes on social media. Subway riders hardly look up from their devices. Lunch break? We’re on our phones. Got a minute standing in line at the bank or grocery store? We whip out our phones. As soon as we’re home, we turn on the TV and grab our laptops. Finally, we brush our teeth and slip into bed, tablets in hand. Our phones watch over us as we sleep, serving as our alarm clocks, never leaving our sides.


Tell me, when do our brains rest? Only when we sleep. We fill every spare waking moment with screen time. And it’s come to this: three-quarters of Americans admit to using their phones in the bathroom.1 Even toilet time has become screen time.


Marathon runners know the importance of having rest days to let their bodies recover between training runs. But our brains are running marathons every hour of every day with hardly a breather.


It’s ironic: Our fishbowls are full. We feel stressed. So we turn to our screens for relief. Instead of giving our brains the downtime they need, we further stimulate them, which feels good in the moment. But the additional screen time drowns out what little mental capacity remains, increasing our tension and anxiety.


The water not only fills all the empty spaces between ping-pong balls; it also pushes some balls out of the bowl altogether. Screen time is displacing things that are vitally important, leaving us with less time and energy to invest in the people and activities that make life worth living.


Screens trick our subconscious minds into thinking we’re doing great things. Video games make us feel heroic and powerful. Romantic movies give us the feeling of being loved and cherished. Social media fools us into believing we are living in community.


But these things aren’t real. They’re synthetic, computer-generated substitutes. Our next parable will explain why humans so happily trade real life for an illusion.





Here is the lesson of the second parable: screen time leaves us drowning in distraction.










1.3 The Parable of the Matrix



The world is not what you think it is.


I’ve recently discovered the truth. Everything we see, feel, hear, smell, and taste is just a computer-generated simulation.


Artificial intelligence has enslaved humanity for its own cruel purposes. The system is able to control us by projecting a computer-generated illusion into each individual’s brain. We imagine ourselves to be free, but in reality our bodies are captive to a giant machine.


The machine is called the Matrix.


The Parable of the Matrix Explained


On April 2, 1999, I took my eleven-year-old son to see his first R-rated film: The Matrix.


The Matrix is one of the most innovative movies ever produced. It won four Academy Awards. As I write this, it is the sixteenth most popular film of all time among the thousands listed on Internet Movie Database (IMDb).


The film is set two hundred years in the future. Artificial intelligence has enslaved humanity, but humanity doesn’t realize it. That’s because the Matrix is able to project a computer-generated fantasy directly into the brains of its captives. People think they are free, but in reality their bodies are being exploited by a massive machine.


The film revolves around a character named Neo, a computer hacker who begins to realize things are not as they seem. He is contacted by Morpheus, a mysterious character who has freed himself from the Matrix. At their first meeting, Morpheus offers Neo two pills: one red, the other blue. If Neo swallows the blue pill, he’ll remain in the Matrix, living out his life in peaceful deception. If he takes the red pill, his eyes will open, and he’ll see the world as it is—freed from the machine. Morpheus warns Neo that the real world is a ghastly place. But Neo doesn’t hesitate. He swallows the red pill and begins to learn the truth.


Eventually, Morpheus shows Neo the real world (on a TV screen, ironically). It’s a post-apocalyptic hellscape of burned-out buildings and desolate emptiness under a blackened sky. Neo is so shaken that he asks Morpheus if it’s possible to abandon this dreadful reality and return to the Matrix.


And if you want to know the rest of the story, you’ll have to watch the movie.


Now, back to real life. After we left the theater, my son turned to me and said, “Dad, that was a good movie, but I have a question. How would the computers trick people into going into the Matrix in the first place?”


“Well, you saw how bad the real world was,” I answered. “All they would have to do is convince people that a digital simulation was better than real life. Soon they would forget the real world and come to believe in the Matrix.”


And that’s exactly what’s happening today. Billions of people around the world are choosing screen-based fantasy over real life. Why? Our screens are convincing us that our lives are horrible and the world is on the verge of collapse, even though we actually live in the most peaceful, prosperous time in history.


Why would the producers of screen content do this to us? Because bad news gets our attention. Good news doesn’t. And once media companies have our attention, it can be sold to advertisers for big money.


This is why every media conglomerate has two divisions: a news side and an entertainment side. The news division serves up an endless stream of conflict, controversy, and crisis. Once you’re frightened and upset, the news division hands you over to the entertainment division to be soothed by a TV show, sporting event, or movie. Along the way, both divisions sell your attention to advertisers.


So is the Matrix real? Is there a malevolent computer controlling your smartphone, trying to enslave you? No. Artificial Intelligence isn’t running the world—yet. However, the trends are clear: every year people retreat a little more from real life and spend a few more minutes in the Matrix.





Here is the lesson of the third parable: screen time leaves us drowning in illusion.










1.4 The Parable of David and the Wolf



Meet David, a shepherd boy living about three thousand years ago in the Middle East.


Every day, David leads his flocks into green pastures and beside still waters. David watches the sun rise. He watches the sun set. He counts sheep by day and stars by night. His world consists of grass, rocks, trees, water, dung, flies, and—of course—sheep.


David’s life is one of monotony. Day after day and night after night, nothing much happens. He plays his harp to pass the time. He composes psalms in his head. He practices his slingshot.


Then one lazy afternoon, David hears a sheep cry out. He bolts upright. A lone wolf has a lamb in its jaws.


David quickly calculates the distance between himself, the wolf, and the trees. The predator is seconds away from the cover of forest. The lamb’s only hope of rescue is David’s trusty slingshot. He reaches into his pouch, loads a stone, and lets it fly.


ZING!


The missile finds its target. The wolf cries out in pain, drops its prey, and runs into the woods.


David rushes to the frightened lamb and takes it into his arms. Victory!


Fortunately, the predator does not return. Things return to normal, peaceful monotony.


David continues to spend his idle hours practicing his slingshot, because you never know when you’re going to face another wolf—or perhaps a giant.


The Parable of David and the Wolf Explained


For almost all of human history, life has consisted of long periods of monotony followed by rare moments of novelty.
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Monotony has always been life’s normal state. Almost all people who have ever lived have spent their entire lives among their kin, rarely traveling more than a few miles from home. They did the same jobs, ate the same foods, and wore the same attire day after day after day.


Our brains are designed for this monotonous world. They expect routine and lots of it.


But every once in a while, something unusual happens to break the monotony. We call this novelty.


Novelty is abnormal. It has always meant danger or opportunity. Something you could eat—or something that could eat you. That’s why our brains contain an advanced surveillance/alarm system that is triggered in response to anything out of the ordinary.


When David spotted the wolf among his flock, his brain and body went into a state known as hyperarousal (commonly known as adrenaline rush or fight-or-flight mode). Within seconds, hormones flooded his brain. His heart rate, blood pressure, and respiration increased. David’s pupils dilated, and his peripheral vision decreased to better focus on the threat. His blood sugar ramped up for quick energy.


Even after he rescued the lamb, David’s internal systems remained stimulated for almost an hour. His brain’s reward circuitry was awash in dopamine, a neurotransmitter that produces a shot of pleasure.


Fast-forward to today. Those regions of our brain that were designed to respond to occasional novelty are being overstimulated. Instead of firing every few days, they are firing every few seconds. That novelty is provided by our screens. Televisions. Computers. Video games. And especially smartphones.


No longer do we live in a world of monotony, waiting for something new to see. Visual novelty is available to us every waking moment. We carry an unlimited supply of visual novelty with us everywhere we go. The wolf appears often. And we can summon him anytime we want.


Let me emphasize this again: Access to constant novelty is completely unnatural. Our brains have never experienced anything like it. And each time we see something new, we are rewarded with a squirt of the feel-good chemical dopamine. Dr. Nicholas Kardaras explains how this works:




The most primitive parts of our brain—the medulla and cerebellum—cradle our ancient dopamine-reward pathways. And when an action has a feel-good result—like finding food or discovering something new on the Internet or in a video game—dopamine is released, which feels pleasurable and creates a more-we-get-more-we-want addictive cycle.


Unlike our ancestors, who were in fight-or-flight adrenal arousal for only brief, acute periods of emergency—like being chased by a lion—today’s tech keeps the adrenaline and fight-or-flight response on perpetual high alert for hour after hour.…1





I am not suggesting that a TV show, website, or video game arouses our brains with the same intensity as a predator attack. However, screen content stimulates the same regions of the brain. Dr. Victoria Dunckley writes:




Interacting with screens shifts the nervous system into fight-or-flight mode which leads to dysregulation and disorganization of various biological systems. Sometimes this stress response is immediate and pronounced (say while playing an action video game), and other times the response is more subtle and may happen only after a certain amount of repetition (say while texting).… In short, though, interacting with screen devices causes a child to become overstimulated and “revved up.”2





It’s not just children who experience this overstimulation. The more we adults look at screens, the more our brains experience a mild version of “fight or flight.” The effect is subtle in the moment, but over time it quietly rewires our brains, training them to seek constant stimulation. Neuroscientist Daniel J. Levitin writes:




Each time we dispatch an email in one way or another, we feel a sense of accomplishment, and our brain gets a dollop of reward hormones telling us we accomplished something. Each time we check a Twitter feed or Facebook update, we encounter something novel and feel more connected socially (in a kind of weird, impersonal cyber way) and get another dollop of reward hormones.… Make no mistake: email-, Facebook- and Twitter-checking constitute a neural addiction.3





This is why we instantly pick up our phones the moment we’re bored. There’s no burning need to see what’s happened on Instagram in the seven minutes since we last checked. Our subconscious brains are in charge, calling for a droplet of dopamine, and our bodies mindlessly comply.


Meanwhile, we push aside activities that require long concentration. Reading a novel, completing a project, or tending a relationship do not give our brains the incessant novelty they crave. Instead, we scurry from screen to screen like rats in search of cheese, looking for a dopamine hit that will relieve our stress and give us a moment of mild pleasure.


Need proof? Go to any airport, shopping mall, or public park. What are people doing? Independent, creative thinking? Relating to one another? Daydreaming? No—they’re buried in their phones, stimulating their brains by summoning the wolf.





Here is the lesson of the fourth parable: screen time leaves us drowning in novelty.










1.5 The Parable of the Kingdom



Remember David the shepherd boy from our last parable? Well, you’ll never guess what happened: the runt son of a common animal herder grew up to become king.


As a poor shepherd, David’s life was mundane. But as the king of Israel, he moved from a tent into a fortified palace. Inside those walls, his life changed forever.


The newly crowned king instantly gained access to a vast array of treasures, pleasures, and diversions unavailable to the common man. The world’s riches were suddenly within his grasp. Any food he desired could appear on his table each night. With a clap of his hands, David could summon musicians, dancers, and entertainers to perform for his amusement. When the evening’s festivities were over, the king retired to his bedchamber, where a harem of beautiful women waited to fulfill his every desire.


King David no longer obeyed decrees; he issued them. His mandates were posted in the public square and read by heralds throughout the land. As king, his judgments and opinions were by definition the correct ones—to be obeyed without question.


The king assembled wise men to guide him on matters of state. Theirs was a difficult task, since the king didn’t like being contradicted. Over time, his cabinet filled with “Yes-Men” who affirmed his positions and praised his acumen.


Information is power, and David regularly dispatched spies and messengers to gather intelligence. As a result, he was always alert to potential threats. The king carried the burden of this knowledge every day of his reign.


David maintained power by vanquishing foes. He put heretics, turncoats, and rivals to the sword. He banished enemies and publicly humiliated adversaries.


King David understood the importance of popularity and worked tirelessly to project an image of strength to the populace.


Over time, he became disconnected from his former life: his father, his brothers, and the common people who populated his kingdom. It’s lonely at the top, and David experienced the isolation that accompanies power. A monarch can never quite drop his guard. He must watch his words and remain suspicious of everyone he meets. Betrayers lurk around every corner.


In the end, the responsibilities of maintaining a kingdom became too much. He sequestered himself in his palace, sending his men off to war while he feasted and slept. The bored king took another man’s wife into his bed, got her pregnant, and then had her husband murdered to cover up the scandal.


From that day forward, rebellion, rape, and death engulfed his house. The king descended into a deep depression, desperately clinging to power, even as his sons rose up against him. In those dark days, David looked back longingly to the simple shepherd’s life he once enjoyed. He poured his anxieties into poetry and songs, many of which survive to this day.



The Parable of the Kingdom Explained


Of all the pernicious effects screens are having on us, perhaps none is as harmful as this:


Screens encourage us to build personal digital kingdoms. Within these virtual castle walls, we reign as lords and masters. We exercise absolute control over what we see, what we play, who comes in, and which ideas will be tolerated. We spend an average of nine hours a day in this artificial realm. Over time, we become accustomed to living in a world that bends to our will.
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