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By MICHAEL GILTZ

T'S Easter Week and here comes all
the TV specials about the beauty of
[aith and the forgetten benefits of reli-

1o
s Outside the holiday weeks, only a tiny
handful of “good-for-you™  primetime
shows = like =7th Heaven™ — ever men-
tion the word praver, let alone make it a
plat point.

Bur NBC's “Amerlcan Dreams™ — the
mist entertaining new drama of the Wemlr
= has suprisingly succeeded in threading
religion (along with race relations and
mrality} through the show in a way that
not only reflects the reality of the Pryor
family In the early '60s but (my good-
nessk America In general.

For actress Gad [!'l._-r.:d]r — an Emamy-
nominated performer for three years on
“WYPD Blue" — it'sa rci'rc-'ihir.g change.

“Certainly it's the first role where reli-
gion is an integral part of their life,” xavs
YGrady, wha was raised by a Cathalic {a-
ther and Methodist mom

Her character. Helen Pryor, takes the
kids o Sunday mass while the dad — in
trug-to-the-times  fashion —  putters
arositsd B0 the garage. We've also seen

Helen going to confession, watched little
Will get ready for First Communion and
have seen foothall star )] ask advice from
a priest

eligion i3 not something the welrd
neighbors (think Med Flanders) do but a
sure, steady prescnce in their lives — and
nob always a comfonting one, (That priest
who |l consulted botched b, telling the
kid to suck it up and do what he was rold,
completely missing the boy's gemilne
confusion,

The show's creator Jonathan Prince
says they are often on the phone with
priests or nuns the same way he assumes
“ER” is on the phone with doctors.

"“You'll mtice a lot of our priesis
smoke.” laughs the +4-year-old Prince.

“1 was checking with a priest who said,
Of course they smoked, they swore, they
liked to gamble. "

That desire to be true to the period
shone through when Helen belriended a
college student who had just undergone
an abortion,

On a less imaginative show, Helen
would have r!rnh:b..h- been awakened to
women's rights or something. But in the
early "60s, it was 3 major triumph for
Helen just to be able to artend classes at

the local college. 50, abortion wasa't
something she was ready to embrace or
embattle

Creator Prince, whi's worked on "a kot
of failures™ before finally scoring his firss
critical hit, pitched “American Dreams™
to NBC a8 a continuation of its successful
miniserics "The Sixties™ and “The Seven-
ties™ He plans 1o take the Pryor family
“from Kennedy to Mixon, from Camebot
0 Watergate™ = which wouold mean a
nine-year mn,

b ¢ Sixties' was told largely from the
paint of view of everything happening to
one family,” says Prince.

=And in a weird way, it was told from a
liberal bias as if the change that occurred
during the "60s was all goad. And I don't
believe that. 1 believe women's lib is
good. Civil rights acts are good. Ces-
tioning institutions that have lost their
meaning is good,

=The things thot were g:lined in the ‘6ls
== thank God, we'd be a very different so-
ciety if we didn't. But the things that
were lost? 1 think we forget 10 mourn
those™
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