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You know, the education you most need includes knowing how

to deal with relationships, and I wonder sometimes if we haven't

overloaded our relationships.  Have you made your relationships

more difficult than they really are?  


One of my most favorite stories is about a very distraught

woman who went to her Rabbi wailing, "Life is just terrible. 

Life is terrible." 


The Rabbi said, "Why is life so terrible?"


She replied, "Well, I live out there in that little tiny

house with a husband who doesn't understand me and four children

and then last week his parents came to live with us and three

months before that my parents moved in with us.  We're running

over each other, getting one each others' nerves.  Life's just

terrible."


The Rabbi said, "Now, now, it's going to be okay.  Here's

what I want you to do.  Go home, go to the barn and bring the

horse into your house.  Then come back and see me next week."


"But...but Rabbi..."


"Just do as I say."


She went home and brought the horse into the house.  The

next week she returned to visit her Rabbi.  "Rabbi, Rabbi, life

is so terrible.  I have my husband, my children, our parents, and

now that big old horse clopping around.  Life is just terrible."


The Rabbi said, "Here's what I want you to do.  I want you

to go home, get your cow and bring it into the house, then come

back and see me next week."


Again the woman protested vigorously but he insisted she

follow his directions.  Well the next week she returned.  "Oh,

life is terrible.  I have all those people and the old horse and

now I have that old cow messing around in the house.  Life is

just terrible."


The Rabbi said, "Okay, I want you to go home, get the cow

and the horse and put them back out in the barn and come see me

next week.  Well, the next week the woman returned and she was all

smiles.  "Rabbi,"  she said, "Life is so wonderful without the

cow and the horse."  Somehow a lot of cows and horses get mixed

into our relationships.  We're so much better off if we take a

little time to think through our problems to see which ones are

real and which ones we've taken on that don't belong.  


"You do not have a right to hold any expectations for

another person."  Ah, how about that?  Those are the words of a

prominent psychologist I heard addressing a business group. 

Everyone was, of course, shocked, but I thought about it.  I

believe he's right.  Nothing will kill a relationship faster than

expectations.  Expectations have destroyed marriages.  They've

destroyed children.  


Think about your own problems with your relationships for a

moment.  See if your expectations don't lie at the root of many

of the problems.  How much of your anger and your disappointment

come from needs you have that you expect others to meet?  Try

appreciating people for who they really are, rather than despis­ing them for not being what you expect them to be.  Expectations. 

Are they killing a relationship in your life?  


Paul the apostle wrote, "Love does not insist on its own

way."  Now, relationships can be better, relationships can be

better, relationships can be better, relationships can be better. 

No.  No.  No.  My record's not stuck.  I just wanted you to

notice the idea.  I remember a teacher who made me write the same

sentence on the chalk board 100 times.  She told me it would help

me remember it.  Well, as you can see I at least didn't forget

the principle.  


Certain things are undeniably true about relationships. 

Regardless what has happened to us, certain things are still

solid and still true.  If we know these things that remain true

no matter what, we then have an anchor to hold us during the

storms.  Most relationships, when you think about it, are not

destroyed because of adventure on the high seas.  Most are beaten

to death by the chains that anchor them to the dock.  We need the 

high adventure.  We just need to be sure that we have sufficient

anchor to hold us when the storms come.  


So, undeniable #1 is this:  Any relationship can change

because of you.  I believe that's undeniably true.  But it is not

true that you can always get the other person to change.  You

can't.  You have no final control over another person.  The only

person you can do something about is you.  You can change.  And

when you change, the relationship changes.


A man and woman had been married 25 years and at that point

the relationship was virtually bankrupt.  Tensions had peaked. 

Children were suffering.  Business was effected.  In search of

help, the man attended a workshop on relationships, and he heard

an idea that sounded radical, even impossible.  But he had

nothing to lose so he decided to take it to heart and try it. 

The idea was that he could love, no matter what, that he could

love without conditions or expectations.  He decided to love

again the woman he had once loved.  Where love had grown, maybe

it could grow again.  He acted on the idea and stuck with it. 

Well, as the weeks past, he sometimes felt that he just couldn't

go on, but he did.  She was skeptical at first and then began to

attack, trying to shake him from whatever game he was playing. 

But he was unshakable.  After several months passed, the rela­tionship began to take on a bit of new life, and at the time he

told me his story, he said, "We've just had the most joyous month

of our entire marriage."  Easy?  No.  Does it always work?  No

again.  The point is simply that change can occur when you

change.  And even if nothing improves in the relationship, you'll

be stronger for having increased your own capacity for patience

and understanding.


Now, a bad relationship can put you in the pits and keep you

there, if you're not careful.  Since nearly everyone has such a

relationship, the question is this:  How can we keep this from

getting us down?  Well, a decision must be made.  And the

decision is ”undeniable #2•.  You can feel good about yourself even

in a bad relationship.  Now I know individuals who have chosen to

remain in relationships that are very bad.  They are neither
nurtured nor encouraged.  Some are under constant attack and yet

they're among the most joyous people I know.  Yes, they carry a

heavy burden, but they've not allowed the burden to make them

feel bad about themselves.  They know who they are.  They accept

themselves as useful and loving people.  They've decided not to

live in blame, resentment, and self-pity.  "But how do they do
that?" you ask.  Well, some of them do it by looking at the

person who threatens to drag them down and they just say to them,

"I'm not going to let you make me feel bad.  You do whatever you

must do, but there's one thing you can't do.  It's not in your

power any longer to do it, and that's to make me miserable.  I'm

going to enjoy life as much as I can and I wish you could enjoy

it with me, but if you won't, you won't, and there's nothing I

can do about that.  But I thought I'd better tell you what was

going on."  Now that will at least surprise them.  


You do have untapped resources.  You have depths that have

not been plumbed.  Don't give up on yourself.  Don't sell

yourself short.  You have miles to go and you can travel them

enjoying.


A difficult relationship, especially with someone close as

in a family, has a tendency to narrow your field of associations. 

It can sometimes make you feel your world is no larger than you

and that one other person.  But why would anyone stay in such a

relationship?  I'm often asked that question.  My answer is,

they've chosen to stay in it.  They have reasons that are

sufficient to them, whatever those reasons might be.  To stay in

the relationship is a choice, one that thousands make every day. 

When you've made such a choice, you need special resources that

enable you to be happy and to continue growing and you can gain

resources by enlarging your field of relationships so that you

have a larger support base for yourself.  


That brings us to undeniable #3.  One helpful relationship

can enable you to handle your more difficult ones.  But how do

you go about this?  Can't just find someone to dump on whenever

you want to, nor can you complain to someone at your whim.  And

your conversation can't forever focus on your problem.  All of
these are misuses of a friend and a disservice to yourself.  They

spell "non-growth."  A better way is to invite your friend to

have lunch with you.  Tell him you want to talk about something

very close to you and when the time comes to share your difficulty, 
tell your friend you don't mean to complain or pass a

problem to him.  Instead you simply realized that it would be

helpful to tell someone what you're struggling with.  Tell him

that a response isn't even necessary.  What you need is someone

who will listen for a few minutes when the pressure builds up too

much.  This will be an encouragement to you and I think your

friend will probably be honored to have been trusted with your

confidence.  You won't find this to be a cure all.  There is no

cure all.  What you will find is encouragement.  Encouragement

that may give you more self-assurance and confidence to go on

with life in a way that's rewarding to you and to those you love.


It's like the middle eastern character Nazruden.  One very

dark night he fell into a deep, muddy hole.  Well he tried and

tried to get out and finally succeeded.  But he just couldn't

bear that no one knew his plight.  So he ran to the nearest

house, knocked on the door and said, "There's a man out there who

has fallen into a big hole." and he then ran back and jumped into

the hole.  There are some things that you just don't want to bear

alone.


Studies indicate that those who fail in a relationship are

apt to fail in their next relationship as well.  There's a

reason.  You see, failure in relationship has the power to

diminish your self-esteem as almost nothing else can.  So much

blame and guilt and yes, failure, remain to haunt you.  To reduce

the personal capital you have to invest in another relationship. 

You need some strong assurance that failure, even your own

failure, does not disqualify you from enjoying a strong relation­ship.


And so, ”undeniable #4•:  You can fail in a relationship

without failing as a person.  Now a moments reflection is all

that is needed to see the truthfulness of this.  Failure does not

disqualify you from the human race.  If it did we would all be
disqualified.  No, the danger is failing at failure.  You could

actually get an "F" in a relationship and yet, because of the way

you responded to your failure, earn an "A" in your recovery.  We

all must know well how to grow joyfully in spite of our failures. 

As you examine the failed relationship, you'll no doubt see

things you did wrong because you're not perfect.  And because of

the strains and tensions, you may not have been as good as you

normally are.  That certainly wouldn't be surprising.  You must

face that.  You must deal with it.  You must realize that you

must go on then, not as a second-class person, but first class. 

If that is the way you handle it, then others will also accept

you the same way.  To do otherwise is to feel condemned everywhere 
you go by everyone.  No one must enjoys the company of a

condemned person.  You'll even be lonelier.  It is undeniably

true that you can fail in a relationship without failing as a

person.  


There's another problem and that is the feeling that you

can't carry your part in a relationship, that's to find yourself

in a terrible trap.  You feel committed to the relationship. 

Your love is real, but you just feel that either you can't keep

up, or you have little to offer.  Feelings of inferiority attack. 

You feel empty.  


That brings to undeniable #5.  No relationship is ever

equal.  Now this is easy to forget but it's true in friendships

and marriage and business partnerships and with children.  We

bring to any relationship different talents, different backgrounds, 
different emphases, different capabilities.  One brings

more than the other in a given area.  What's rare, in fact I've

never known of it, is for one to bring more in every area than

the other.  At any rate, it's not critical.  Here's what's

critical in any relationship.  You must bring your true genuine

self.  That's all you can bring.  And guess what.  That is

ENOUGH.  You can't play act or pretend or disguise yourself. 

That'll eat you up inside and will do nothing to nurture the

relationship.  No, bring your own genuine self to the relationship 
and that's enough.  This means that instead of being a
hollow shell who's trying to keep up, you're doing what you're

best at- being yourself.  You bring your own exuberant, real,

honest self and anyone can love that.  I would take that over

almost any other quality.  It's the one kind of person who's in

shortest supply.  Become a specialist there and you will win

personally, whatever happens.


But of course I realize that sometimes we get hurt so deeply

that our insides feel as though they're going to cave in.  Wounds

of the heart, how grieving.  No verbal expression is adequate. 

Nothing can quite reach the pain to take it away.  A tooth hurts,

but at least you can pull that.  But how do you treat a broken

heart?  


I'm offering undeniable #6 very softly, very gently. 

Nevertheless it is absolutely, undeniably true, and it's this: 

You can overcome any hurt.  You can.  You can overcome any hurt. 

No, you can't get over it as easily as some television commercials 
make it appear.  You see a couple having problems and he's

shown walking away.  Reaction shot.  She's distressed.  Then

someone hands her some shampoo and tells her that her problem is

limp hair.  Try this new shampoo.  Get some bounce into that

hair.  Everything will be fine.  Well, she shampoos, comes out,

walks across the beautiful green field with her hair literally

bouncing off her shoulders and he sees her and comes over, all

smiles, and they go off arm-in-arm.  Everything's solved.  


No.  It's not quite that easy.  You see, hurts can run very

deep.  They extend to every part of your consciousness and

sometimes nothing can be done to remove them.  At that point what

do you do?  You must embrace your hurt.  We must learn to reach

out to our hurt, to draw it in to ourselves, and accept it as a

part of our nature from now on.  After a while others will not

know it's there.  But you will know.  It will become a part of

your soul and in time it will even add grace to your life.  You

will be more sensitive to hurt in others.  It'll become an

important point of contact with other people who are hurt and in

those moments that you connect with hurt in others, you yourself

will feel known again.  Escales said it eloquently, "God whose law 
it is that he who lives must suffer, and even in our sleep pain that 
cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart and in our own despair 
against our will comes wisdom to us by the awful grace of God."


You know, what we need most in life is often the hardest to

come by, and I don't quite understand that.  Take simple human

affection, for example, a hug, an arm around the shoulders, a

hand on yours, touching another person.  What could be more

simple?  You don't need age or money or education or special

training.  You just need the desire.  Then why is it so hard and

why is it so rarely done?  One reason may be we focus on the

problem rather than the person.  The person may not even want us

to solve the problem.  What he or she may need most is just to

know someone else cares.  Today someone will have a problem.  See

what happens when you resist the temptation to lecture and take

just a moment to care, to touch, perhaps even to give a hug. 

Freeing ourselves from so many expectations and assumptions about

the other person enables us to deal more humanly with them. 

After all, what we most need is to know someone cares.


One of my favorite poems by Steven Crane is about a man who

had a wooden tongue.  It goes like this:

There was a man with a tongue of wood who was said to sing

and in truth it was lamentable,
But there was one who heard the clip, clapper of this

tongue of wood and knew what the man wished to sing,
And with that the singer was content.

Being understood, just to know that someone knew what the

man wished to sing.  What a transforming moment that can be.  If

only someone would listen, could hear us, could get beyond the

inflection of our voice and the choice of our words, and understand.  


I saw a poster that showed a long flight of stairs separating 
two tiny human figures.  The caption read, "Meet someone half

way.  Communication is the beginning of understanding."  


Don't give up.  Keep trying to communicate.  You may feel at

times that no one understands what you're trying to say, but at

that time remember the vivid picture of the man with the wooden

tongue ”and• the one who understood him and the peace it brought. 
You'll find that someone and I know for sure that you can be that

someone for another person.


Mother Theresa said, "The biggest disease today is not

leprosy or cancer.  It's the feeling of being uncared for,

unwanted, of being deserted and alone."


Beethoven once wrote to a friend, "Slight misunderstandings

often occur between us, but they only serve to strengthen the

relationship."


Well, misunderstandings in relationship are, of course,

unavoidable.  They're like thunderstorms.  We always seem to get

caught in them without our umbrellas, but even so, sometimes it's

best to just relax and enjoy a walk in the rain.  


Handled with the right attitudes, misunderstandings can

clarify, even strengthen a relationship.  Here's how:  We can

develop the courage to speak honestly with each other and discuss

problems openly, ”and• we can learn to sort through our feelings

and determine which ones are caused by another person and which

have been self-inflicted.  You see, most of the things we call

"personality conflicts,” they're really conflicts with our own

selves.  And so first, look for the source of the conflict within

your self.  Then you can more easily decide to be open to change. 

You can reconsider the ways you've always done or thought or

been.  It isn't a matter of jumping through anyone's hoops.  It's

a matter of being open and free to change when you see a better

way.  Yes, being open to change is painful, but, my, the rewards

are wonderful.  "Better to be wounded in the battle for love than

always to walk in armor," Margaret Fuller says.  


But of course, too much anger makes it impossible to make

the conflict constructive.  Turns into a barroom brawl in which

someone shoots out the light and you're shooting and slugging in

the dark.  The insults fly.  Your blood comes to a boil.  And the

later in the night it gets, the worse it gets.  Perhaps you could

apply the same philosophy to your anger that you're beginning to

apply to your expectations and prejudices.  Let go.  You do have

the right to let go of your anger.  The ability to let go is a

powerful human response.  And I believe it's one that's very
under used.  So remember, no matter what has happened, no matter

who's in the wrong, you always still have the right to let anger

go.  Wave a white flag.  Tell a stupid joke.  Dance a jig.  Do

whatever you have to do to break the tension and reduce the

pressure.  


You've heard that you should never let the sun go down on

your anger.  Now one thing that means is you must never get into

bed with your anger.  We all know that an angry human is not good

to sleep with and especially if they're on your side of the bed.


Oh my, do you have to sleep with a snorer?  Can't it be a

real assault on love?  Why I've been in a room with snorers who

seem to jar every window and rattle every door.  Sometimes it's

been so bad that I will just lie there wishing for a freight

train to come through.  I've heard of an anti-snoring device. 

It's a little electric wire that's attached to the person who

snores, and when he starts snoring, the vibrations send a message

through the wire and the snorer gets a little shock which rouses

him up enough to stop the snoring.  Now with some people I

imagine the electric bill would go up significantly.  I mean,

they snore!  


So what do you do?  Well you have to remember a very

significant principle in relationships.  A person is the most

valuable thing in the world.  Let me tell you again.  A person is

the most valuable thing in the world.  You tell yourself then,

over and over, "He's the most valuable thing in the world.  He's

the most valuable thing in the world.  He's the most valuable

thing in the world.  He's the most valuable thing in the world. 

He's the most valuable thing in the world."  Because if you don't

stay reminded of that, you're apt to turn up the electrical

current.


The same thing is true of those who won't pick up their

clothes or put the cap on the toothpaste.  Occasionally, not

always, but occasionally, you'll find someone who's 40©years©old

and has never learned either skill.  Well, the greater value you

put on the person, the more successfully you can deal with the

irritants.  "Who loves ya, baby?"  Recognize the expression?  
Well, you do if you watch the reruns of the "Kojak" series.  Remember 
It now?  That tough guy with the lollipop, that flash of a smile and

the words that let you know there's a heart under that hard

facade.  Who loves ya, baby?  Those four words somehow say, "It's

not as bad as you think out there.  Somebody cares."  


Take loneliness, for example.  In my own struggle with

loneliness, I've discovered a helpful assurance, the assurance

that we're important for someone.  Life gets much of its meaning

from this one fact.  Someone needs me and wants me.  So long as

we're strangers to that assurance, we remain strangers to life.


But how do you get that assurance?  Well, you could wait for

someone to tell you, but that's probably a little risky.  A

better and faster way is for you to decide to be important to

someone else and then act now on that decision.  By moving in

this direction, you'll be able to spend your life, not as a

stranger, but as life's friend.  Who will it be?  Ah, someone's

going to be glad to see you today.


Lord Byron said, "Tis sweet to know there's an eye that

will mark our coming and look brighter when we arrive."


Who loves you?  And whom do you love?  Would you say their

names softly and with care?  These are the love people in your

life.


Barbara Walters asked George Burns what the happiest day of

his life was, and he said, "The day Gracie said she would marry

me."  And the saddest day?  George held his cigar very still and

said, "The day Gracie died."


In a world of people who see us as functions and things to

be used, those who love us make us feel useful, wanted, needed,

and there may be more people in your life who care about you than

you realize.  Take a moment to picture the people you care about,

and those who care about you.  Maybe write their names on a piece

of paper.  What qualities do you enjoy about them?  And what do

you suppose they most like about you?  In these few moments you

can strengthen the bonds that make your life worth living.  Take

time for the love people in your life and offer a word of thanks.

It's helpful to remember Chesterton's words, "The way to

love anything is to realize it might be lost."


Or as Shakespeare beautifully phrased it, "This thou

perceivist which makes thy love more strong, to love that well

which thou must leave ere long."


Thomas Carlyle loved his wife for 40 years.  She was a joy

to him.  She helped him become a stronger person.  In his deep

grief following her death he wrote in his diary, "Oh that I might

have you for five minutes by my side that I  might tell you all."


All of us who've lost someone we loved have felt this

powerful emotion.  We've also felt the full impact of being

totally, utterly unable to have our wish.  Is there nothing we

can do with this powerful feeling?  


What if we turned that powerful emotion toward our loved

ones who are still with us?  Who are the people you still have? 

Will you give them that five minutes?  Today?  


Christopher Morley said, "If one were given five minutes

warning before sudden death, five minutes to say what it had all

meant to us, every telephone booth would be occupied by people

trying to call up other people to stammer that they loved them."


Well, here's a vow, a new vow that I urge every parent to

make.  It's a parental vow to go with a marriage vow.  Now in

this new vow a father promises to love the child's mother and a

mother to love the child's father.  You might be very surprised

how many couples take this important promise for granted.  Now

part of the reason for this is found in the parents' belief that

this is included in the marriage vow.  But it isn't.  It's a

different vow from the one where the husband and the wife promise

to love each other.  This one involves a relationship to at least

one other person.  And it continues in force when the marriage

vows are strained or even broken.  Many children caught in the

hostilities between their parents are deprived of that security

that they really need and that they deserve.  


The problems the couple have in their marriage are between

the two of them and they only worsen when they're played out in

front of the child.   There's something terribly unfair about
asking a child to be referee and scorekeeper in a contest between

two adults.  


But, if a couple realize they're held together by two

promises, not just one, it will make good marriages that much

better and just may bring healing to hurt relationships.  In

either case, I know of no more treasured gift a parent can give

to a child, love the child's mother, love the child's father.


Let me ask you, is a little boy or girl worth knowing?  Not

long ago I received a letter from the father of a two-year-old,

and among other things the father wrote, "A two-year-old dream

has finally come true.  Kyle Ryan can tell me about his day. 

Ever since the beginning, I've wanted to know what he thought,

how he felt, what he was doing.  I'd come home and ask him but of

course, he couldn't respond.  But yesterday at dinner we were

eating and he said, 'Play, sand, box, swim, Evan, park, play,

Evan' and suddenly it hit me.  He was telling me what he had done

and with whom.  His eyes were bright and you could almost see him

reliving it.  In a new way I felt a little part of his world.  It

was very exciting."  Then my friend's letter ended, "I hope I can

maintain a high level of interest for the rest of our days

together."  Don't you like that definition of a home?  A place

where some adults and children can take a high level of interest

in one another.  Today go find that little person in your life,

spend some time getting to know him or her.  It'll add great

dimension to your life and it will have life-long impact on the

child.  


"If men do not keep on speaking terms with children they

cease to become men and become mere machines for eating and for

earning money."  That's a thoughtful line from John Updike.  And

even more importantly, keeping on speaking terms with children is

keeping on listening terms with them.  Do you know, if we listen

to the children every day we will know a lot more about how to be

good parents.  


Parents sometimes tell me they don't know what their

children think.  "My children won't talk to me," they complain. 

Now that's quite an admission.  It mostly says, "You're not
listening enough."  Children will tell you everything you need to

know if you will listen long enough.  They'll do their part.  If

they aren't talking to us, it's a sign that our listening skills

are in need of repair.  Listening is not easy work.  It requires

time and patience, but you have enough of both.  Give yourself

wholly to your child in those moments you listen.  Nothing honors

a child more than getting the complete attention and devotion of

a parent.  Too often, I fear, a parent listens only long enough

to think of something to say, then the listening stops and the

lecturing begins.  And most of it the child has heard many times

before.  


But there's another powerful reason to listen to your child, 

and get this one, intimacy is learned from relating to parents. 

And intimacy is tied closely to thoughtful listening.  If you can

let a child speak out of the heart, out of the deep recesses that

take time to reach and effort to express, then your patient,

devoted listening can be the preparation for a beautiful and

lasting love life.  You see, no child of yours is going to run

from an understanding, listening parent, into an immature

relationship with a peer.  When children begin their search for

someone to love, they tend to repeat the degree of intimacy they

develop with their parents, so your last best chance to effect

the depth dimension of your child's life rests on your capacity

for listening.  This is your legacy to him and to yourself.


You know, when you're listened to respectfully and carefully, 
your whole outlook on the world can be changed.  No, it isn't

easy to be a parent but the most comforting and encouraging

thought itself you will learn to listen to your children, they'll

help you to know what they need from you.  You are not alone. 

You have your children and that's quite a lot.


Oh, and what a difference it makes to your child to feel

like an honored guest in your home.  Remember when, as a presidential 
candidate, Jimmy Carter stayed in private homes during his

primary campaign?  And then as President he would stay in his

supporters' homes, complete with secret service, television

cameras, telephone hook-ups, and crowds of neighbors from miles
around.  But having a President sleep on your couch is nothing

compared to inviting a child to be a temporary guest in your

home.  The courtesy and hospitality shown to a President is a

fleeting image on the evening news quickly forgotten by everyone,

but the love and excitement and enjoyment you show to the honored

guest to your child is your gift to the ages.  


A lot of homes these days have a formal guest room and

perhaps a formal living room or parlor that are kept nice for

company.  Try to imagine how you would feel of you were a child

who lived in a house like this and one day your parents held a

celebration in your honor and they held it in the most special

room in the house, and used the special china and silver and let

you stay in the guest room.  Well, whatever it takes, show your

child honor.  Show the child hospitality.  Show the child who is,

as we know, a temporary guest, every consideration you would give

to a President.  


One night when I was 10 I lied to my Dad at the dinner table

and he didn't catch me.  It worked.  Got me off the hook and I

spared the rest of the family a moment of unpleasantness.  I

really felt good about myself.  But, late that night, I found

myself tossing and turning.  That lie was beginning to work on

me.  Oh, I was miserable.  After hours of being unable to fall

asleep, I decided I just was going to have to confess what I had

done.  At that point, I felt like I'd die if I didn't tell them,

and they'd probably beat me to death if I did.  But it seemed the

better course to go out at least feeling clean.  Well I went down

the hall and knocked on my parents' bedroom door, and asked if I

could talk to them.  I went in, sat between them on the edge of

the bed, and told my Dad the truth.  Then I froze, just waiting

for the blows to come raining down on my head.  But instead, I

felt their arms embracing me.  I was forgiven.  I felt good about

myself and this time it was real.  I learned what to do when

feelings of guilt won't go away.  


You know, if people love and care about one another, they

can deal openly with one another and healing can take place and

energy can be restored.  But people who lie in wait to catch one
another in faults, guarantee that guilt will infect their

relationships and that takes a lot of energy.  I mean, guilt

takes a lot of energy.  It saps us of needed strength and creates

lifelessness inside.  We cannot afford such cost.  On the other

hand, forgiveness frees us to channel that same energy toward

joy.  


Dag Hammerskjold's sensitivity comes through when he says,

"Forgiveness is the answer to a child's dream of a miracle in

which what is broken is made whole again."  Forgiveness.  That's

our answer to our dreams of being loved, no matter what.  And so

the most important message you can communicate to a child is that

nothing can take away your love.  How tender, how fragile is a

child's sense of self, and especially when the selfhood seems all

powerful to the child.  We know, for example, that children blame

themselves for the divorce of their parents; that they often

associate the death of a pet with punishment for their behavior;

that lifelong emotional scars can result from feeling that as

children they cause tragic events to occur in the lives of

others.  So, it's all important to express the attitude that

nothing that happens can take away your love.  Nothing the child

does.  Nothing that you can get beyond the reach of your love,

not even death.  


How deep is the fear of being an abandoned, helpless child? 

It is the basis for so many of our stories and rhymes from Hansel

and Gretel, Little Red Riding Hood and Goldilocks to Rock-a-Bye-Baby, 
Jack and Jill, and Now I Lay Me Down To Sleep.  I believe it's 
healthier for children at a certain age to know that

if something should happen to the parents, the parents have

planned for them to be cared for.  Fairy tales and nursery rhymes

about children coping with life all alone, that's a good way to

communicate that they will be taken care of.  But, to enjoy day-by-day
a love that will not let them go, that is an even better

way.


As Mary Lamb put it, "Thou straggler into loving arms, young

climber up of knees, when I forget the thousand ways, then life

and all shall cease.  After addressing an audience one night, a woman 
stood during the question and answer period and said, "I have a 15-

year-old boy and you can't believe his room.  'A mess' doesn't even get

close to describing it.  It's a pig sty.  It smells.  I'm so

embarrassed I keep the door shut, fearful someone will come by

and see it."  Well she continued to describe how the relationship

had deteriorated until they behaved toward each other like mortal

enemies.  They were hardly on speaking terms.  All civility was

gone.  She asked, "What am I going to do?  I can't just give up

and say, 'Okay, live like a pig if you want.'  I don't want him

to grow up that way."  


Good question, isn't it?  What can she do?  Well, I asked

her to think for a few moments.  "Are you going to spend the next

two or three years destroying any love that was ever there?  Are

you going to do that?  Is the bedroom worth it?  What's more

important here?  Which has the greater value?  The bedroom can

survive a mess, ”but• your boy cannot survive without your love." 

After a few moments I continued, "Now that doesn't mean that you

should say to him that it's okay for him to live like a pig, throw 
your food under the bed, never sweep up anything, let it

go?  'Course you can't do that.  So what can you do?  Well, you

might begin by saying to him, 'You know, son, I can't believe

what I've been doing.  I've been on your case as if I hated you. 

When we've talked we've both become so angry the veins stuck out

on the sides of our faces.  Can you believe that?  I've looked

into your face and I've seen something that frightened me.  It

looked like hate.  I'm your mother.  You're my son.  I love you. 

We're not going to destroy each other over a room.  I'm sorry.' 

What's he going to do?  And you, what're you going to do about

that room?  Well, you might tell him, 'Now, someone still has to

keep that room half-way decent, and that someone is either you or

it's me.  Now if it's me, I want you to pay me.  We'll just take

it out of your allowance and after a few weeks I may have to give

myself a raise, inflation being what it is.'"  


Do you think it might be possible to get a new dynamic

working in your relationship?  The day can come, in some distant
time, when you'll yearn for your child.  And he'll yearn for you. 

Live now so that'll be a beautiful day.  


Oh, and by the way, if you can't talk to each other and the

moment, try a letter.  Begin, "Dear Billy," or maybe, better

still, "Dear Enemy Billy,  Can you believe what we've been doing

to each other the last few weeks?  I just wanted to write and

tell you that I like you and ..."


Do you know what's even more important than correcting a

child who makes a mistake?  To show that child how to keep living

in spite of mistakes.  That takes a lot more maturity as a

parent.  It's so easy for a child to gain a self-image based on

mistakes.  The truth is, all of us are bigger than any mistakes

we make, no matter how many times the same mistake is made. 

People make mistakes.  People aren't mistakes.  The great divide

in this world is not between perfect and imperfect people.  It's

between people who forgive themselves and go on, and those who

disqualify themselves and quit.  This gets to the heart of

acceptance.  Detecting a mistake and correcting it is different

from detecting a mistake and rejecting the one who made it. 

You've heard the saying, "Love the sinner, hate the sin."  Well,

I would take it a step further.  "Love the person, remove the

label, forgive the behavior."


At best, it isn't easy to learn how to live in the world. 

It really helps, though, to have parents who love you no matter

what; who show you by their lives how to pick up and start over

again and again.  This is the way to triumphant living.  As one

poet put it, "If a child tells a lie, tell him he has told a lie,

but don't call him a liar.  That will break down his confidence

in his character."


Recently I heard a parent sigh, "You know, by the time you

get good at being a parent, the kids are grown."  Well, there's a

way to speed up the process of learning how to be a parent. 

First, take time to ask the right questions.  Here are some of

the most important ones:

1.
What is it like to have you for a parent?  Try to look

at yourself the way your child looks at you.  Think
about the feelings you want your children to carry with

them when they leave home.  Don't wait too long to get

started on this one.

2.
What would you most like to give your children? 

Congratulations if you're able to pass on values.  
3.
Do you sometimes treat company in your home with more

love, courtesy and hospitality than your own child?  Once a week 
treat your child to a one-on-one activity.  Just the two of you.

4.
Do you take the time to really listen to your child? 

Thirty minutes a day will make all the difference.  

5.
What are you teaching your children about sexuality? 

Your words, your silences, your behavior and your attitudes are all 
teaching something.  Are these avenues moving in the same direction 
or in different ones?
6.
Do you apologize to your child when you've been wrong? 

Let your relationship with your child be an example of the forgiving 
spirit.  Take the initiative in saying, “I'm sorry." 

By taking time with these questions throughout the child-rearing 
years, you'll be able to give your children what they need most, 

a parent who knows how to be a person.  


But sometimes it seems that nothing we do really matters to

anybody else.  We feel we could disappear and after a while, like

to pool that splashed to accept the dropped stone and then

returned to calmness, the world would return to its ways and

never know we were there.  


Well, I'll close with a story that's for you.  Really, it's

for us.  It's one of my favorites.  Two soldier friends fighting

side-by-side in a battle ran for cover from a direct hit.  One

made it safely.  The other fell, gravely wounded.  When the

friend who made it realized his buddy hadn't, he started back to

get him.  An officer warned him not to go, but he went anyway. 

Later he returned, carrying the lifeless body of his friend, and

in the process he himself had received a mortal wound.  "You see, it wasn't worth it." the officer said.


To which the dying man replied, "Oh yes, it was worth it

because, you see, when I got to his side, his last words were,

'Jim, I knew you would come.'"


"Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his

life for his friend," said Jesus.

