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Every so often someone will tell me of an incredibly new technique or
some revolutionary insight that would change the way religion operates forever if
it were fully explored. I'll go and learn this new technique, concept or insight and,
lo and behold, it's remarkably like something | learned about thirty years ago, and
| would bet that it won’t change anything very much any time soon.

To be sure, the church of the future will not be what it was thirty years ago
and not even what it is now, and the technology that makes our lives easier
constantly changes. Nonetheless, many things do stay the same.

We haven’t managed to rid our lives of pointless anger or groundless fear.
And we still get confused. We have a remarkable tendency to reinvent the wheel
or to put new names on old ideas and then call them revolutionary. Human
frailties have not substantially changed, and neither have our strengths. So, this
morning | want to walk us through a partial story of my generation as a way of
talking about all that doesn’t change.

| was in the advance guard of the Baby Boom. We early Boomers
overpopulated old school buildings, softening up community resistance to
building new ones. Our parents wanted to take us to church, causing many
congregations and ministers to believe they were God’s latest miracle of
inspiration and church growth, because of the growth in young families in their
church. Because of us, our parents built new church buildings and RE wings. We
changed a lot just by living.

Still in 1947, we Baby Boomers got no respect. In that year Life Magazine
ran a feature issue on “The American Family in Trouble.” The article pointed out
that there were not enough babies being born in that year, 1947, to keep America
strong, and so the post-war family must be in the process of coming apart.

1948 brought more signs that the family was definitely coming apart. The
television set was just being marketed. Some families had them and some did
not. My parents bought a television so that | would consent to come home for
supper. In that same year a professor found that 46% of the people he surveyed
believed that television had killed the art of conversation. There were dire
predictions that television would kill off the family next.

By 1954 the family that had been coming apart got back together this time
all in front of the television, which supposedly would kill it. “Togetherness” was
the byword for this period. A program called “Father Knows Best” portrayed the
ideal of the time, a family held in place by mother’s patience and father's gentle




wisdom. Still, in 1955 family magazines began running articles about the
loneliness of the American woman. Sociologists began to worry about the
compulsiveness, neatness and quietness of the American family. The word
“neurosis” became a part of our general vocabulary.

By 1956, everyone was talking about juvenile delinquency. Researchers
were also discovering a host of other pathologies in the American family. Rock
and Roll seems largely to have been at fault. A Connecticut psychiatrist called
Rock and Roll a “communicable disease.”

In 1959, a group of high school classmates and | formed what we called
the “Slightly Socialist Party of North Haven Ct.” We knew nothing at all about
capitalism or socialism and could care less. It was a joke. It was a spoof. But our
principal called us into his office for a stern lecture about the pitfalls of becoming
corrupted by Communism. We little knew how much our rather innocent fooling
around had become a source of anxiety in the North Haven adult community.

As to corruption, at the time— according to popular magazines -- there
were so many possible temptations for youth that it was difficult for us to choose
how to become corrupted.

In 1960, a writer in Commentary Magazine noted what he called “A deep
lodged suspicion ... that events and individuals have become unreal.” Many
college students were being taught that life is inherently meaningless. In 1965
scholars and popular magazines began to wonder if God was seriously dead and
the church ultimately meaningless. This view was shared by some of our leading
seminaries.

By 1966 it also became clear that experimentation with drugs was wide
spread, and in some circles even strongly defended. Two of the three children
from the “Father Knows Best” cast eventually confessed their many years of drug
addiction, as did their television father who knew best only on television. Other
casualties would be the boy who played Lassie’s faithful companion and Desi
Arnez Jr. and Drew Barrymore. In 1967 experts were again writing about the
psychosis engendered by the average family.

From 1968 — 1970 Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy were
murdered, Lyndon Johnson was not to run for reelection because of opposition to
the Vietnam War. Richard Nixon was elected. College students demonstrating
against the war at Kent State were shot. What had looked like an on-going young
peoples revolution turned to dust and ashes. Partially in reaction, many people,
young and old, lit out for communes in Vermont or California searching now for
the quiet life.

By 1972, psychology had replaced politics as the reading matter of
choice. Many people, frustrated by the intractability of social change, turned to



the hope of changing themselves. In that year, every member of a search
committee that interviewed me for a pulpit freely tossed around terms they were
learning from Gestalt therapy. During the interview they discovered they were all
patients of the same therapist. Their families were deemed at fault for their
needing therapy. By 1979, Christopher Lasch wrote, in a fairly well received book
that the family had become unfairly besieged by too much conflicting advice.

The Eighties brought a totally unexpected trend. The world of work and
wage earning began to look a lot better to young men and women. The
communes were gone. Most of the gurus had been discredited, and two career
families were in. Young men and women began talking about finding “Quality
time” to spend with their children. Books on “Parenting” were back in, but parents
complained they had little time for parenting, because they were also following
their careers. Since children were back “in” — at least in theory -- many people
worked hard to find their own “inner child”.

By the early Nineties it appeared the “inner child” in many people was not
so happy, and books proliferated on woundedness and victimization.
Dysfunctional families were everywhere, it seems, as they always have been.

All of the information | have shared with you comes from a study of one
American family with four children, all of whom were born in the Fifties and who
were affected and changed by these times. They grew out of a comfortable
suburban existence. They went on to endure the turbulence of the Sixties,
Seventies and Eighties. They encountered: radical politics, drug experimentation,
addiction, communes, Eastern religions, failed marriages, Yuppee parenting,
psychotherapy of all kinds, dropping out, dropping in.

As the children struggled to find reasons for all of the craziness that had
been brought into their lives their parents took hit after hit after hit: some of them
deserved; others far less so; others not deserved at all. No doubt these
parents and kids had read all of the articles, seen all of the television programs
and many of the movies that depicted the coming apart of virtually everything.
Fortunately they didn’t believe them. Despite the surprises — the sometimes-
brutal confrontations and challenges — that they and many families I've known
like them endured in the last many years, they found ways to change and adjust
and never entirely stop loving each other.

The author of the family study summarizes: “The model of a good family is
not a simple thing. It moves in great circles, endlessly recreated through constant
trial and error, a thing made of the clarity of certain experiences and the dreamy
obscurity of others ... A willingness to make adjustments, they would advise, was
essential. The only constants were commitment, effort, the will to feel
everything as real and the immutable determination to stay in love.”



As | look back over the “isms”, the enthusiasms and the scares of our
growing up over the last sixty years these things come to mind. It seemed that
we discovered a new pathology every season, which became the cause for that
season. It seemed that when we encountered age-old human frailties we
attributed them to base political motives and hatreds, making them more difficult
to acknowledge and talk about.

| am also aware that those of us who have grown up in this time have
expected so, so much more of relationships — so, so much more of humanity --
than any previous generation ever expected. Now it appears to me that many
families have survived because they settled for something less than what they
expected, but they also found a core of love and loyalty through difficult times
that became much more satisfying

Throughout all of this — and despite constant alarms about the falling apart
of everything — some thing have remained constant.1. Human nature is very
limited. No matter how hard we try, we still will not understand enough about
ourselves or other people to avoid making mistakes, hurting feelings,
disappointing those we want to please and even getting in the way of what we
most desperately want.

2. Still we will hope and expect great things from ourselves,
from our friends and from our children. We will always imagine something better
and we will push ourselves and others to accomplish more. Sometimes that push
will be justified and we will break new ground. Sometimes reality and human
limitation pushes back, and the better part of love or wisdom is to recognize that
a limit has been reached.

We will never know where that limit to our abilities is unless we push them,
and pushing them risks the possibility of failure. Growing up is not for sissies,
because it does occasionally involve coping with failure. But in the final analysis
when the hoped for cannot be achieved, and the real seems to be what we’ve
got, we must learn to love the real very much. People who cannot learn to love
the real in other people have done a great deal of damage through the years.

3. Throughout all of this we discover the tenacity of relationships. The ties
of love, respect and loyalty that unite us with friends and family go well beyond
anything that is decorous to say in song or poetry or even in public. What keeps
us in relationships that can sometimes be frustrating and painful can be sheer
stubbornness or an incredible act of faith that things will work themselves out.
When that trust from one person is responded to with the faithfulness of another
there we have a foundation that gives hope to us all.

And perhaps that tenacity comes from the recognition we rarely admit to
that our talents for insight, wisdom, compassion and understanding are as limited



as everyone else’s and more limited than some. We don’t always entirely know
what we are doing. Therefore we owe it to others to keep faith with them.

4. Our children will have to find their own ways to push themselves out of
the nest. This is no easier for them to do that it is for us to endure. And even
though their independence is what both we and they desire they will need to find
new ways to make new statements. Sometimes they are surprising statements
that can be hurtful. Unfortunately when one is in the midst of a struggle for
independence, one tends not to recognize the cost of that struggle to other
people.

As each new generation makes its own statement, there will be those
writing articles, which will proclaim a new wave of the future or forecast the new
decline of the family. And the next generation will start all over again, makings its
own mistakes, trying out new ideas, and ending up with something not unlike
what has worked well in the past.

5. Finally, every generation will sense that there is something, some web
of meanings, some transcendent source of support, some force of life, some
mystery behind the tenacity of human relationships that explains our capacity to
care, to love and to forgive. We will be unable to name it or give it anything more
than an intuitive definition.

In each generation new spiritualities will attempt to address the
mysterious strength that knits the whole thing together. All will fail partially. Some
will succeed partially. Religion will be popular at some times: condemned to
irrelevance at others. The search for that tenacious strength that makes living
and loving meaningful will go on regardless.

The more things change the more some things remain the same. We will
always struggle with the limits of our understanding and of our courage. We will
push those limitations until we succeed or fail and learn from that to love what we
can become and who we are. Our children will inevitably assert their own
independence. Eventually they will achieve it. They will encounter their own
shortcomings, and we can hope then they will understand better why we did what
we did.

Along the way there will be the inevitable push pull of relationships
between people who care about each other, but many people have a
fundamental tenacity about friendships that keeps them always within the reach
of people who care about them. Thank God for that.

Finally, we will always wonder and never entirely resolve where that
hidden strength for living comes from, but the best we can do, the best we can
hope for is to learn to trust it when we find it in our friends, in our family, in our
community and in our nation.



