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Scripture:  Psalm 125





I wonder if you remember that the week ahead of us is National Family Week?  Beginning today, and continuing through next Sunday, Mother’s Day, various newspaper, radio, community and church emphases will call attention to the importance of our American family life.  Among other radio spots is one to be carried daily by many stations of the nation, among them I believe WLBL of Stevens Point - under the title “So you want to stay married!”  (If I knew the time of day, I’d tell you, but the telephone situation made it impossible to call that station late in the week when some of us learned of the program.)





In keeping with the emphasis of Family Week, I am going to preach a series of - not two - but three sermons.  Today, I am going to discuss the moral background of our conceptions of right and wrong.  Next Sunday I will bring you a Mother’s Day sermon dealing with some of our attitudes on parenthood and the home.  On May 18th, I expect to discuss some of the tensions of home life, among them those encountered in marriages of people from sharply differing backgrounds - such as marriages of an earnest Protestant and a devout Catholic.





One of the profoundly disturbing features of contemporary American life is the warning of many different social agencies, welfare workers, the FBI and the rest - that juvenile delinquency is on the increase - sharply!  The FBI has been telling us for several years that the more serious of crimes are committed in late adolescence!  Recently the annual “crime peak” has ranged from 19 down to 17 years of age.  If that is the age at which the major part of present day criminals have gotten into serious difficulty with our law-enforcing agencies, then this is also true: a period of less serious delinquency has preceded it; so that some boys and girls much younger than 17 to 19 are on paths of thinking and acting that lead to the serious troubles we call crime.  A delinquent youth doesn’t just suddenly become criminal.  His life and circumstances lead him in that direction long before.





This is hardly a fact by itself, but is rather one piece with a multitude of other facts which add up to a serious weakness in the fabric of our culture, which we call “Western Civilization.”  A physician, Dr. Henry A. Murray, with graduate degrees from both Columbia and Cambridge, England, and experience as a staff member of the Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research, the Harvard Psychological Clinic, and as a wartime Lieutenant Colonel, advances this theory: there is one determinant of delinquency that is not going to be found in statistical comparisons, because it is not that tangible.  It is a kind of deficiency in the moral or spiritual life of the people.





This deficiency and its effects cannot be defined as easily as - say - poverty, which is tangible and measurable.  Further, it may affect the so-called good and law-abiding youth and adulthood of the land as well as the delinquents.  It is like the condition in the so-called “goiter area,” which includes Wisconsin, where a lack of iodine in food or drinking water increases the tendency to goiter.  Many people of this area develop goiter through lack of iodine.  Many more do not.  But the same condition threatens them all alike.





Dr. Murray believes that the factor which is lacking in our social life of today is this: a positive ideal of right; a widely shared, well-defined, inviting idea of moral development.  Much of our notion of right and wrong is negative.  That is, the good boy or girl is simply one who does no wrong; who has usually heeded when parent, teacher or counselor has said, “No, don’t do that; it’s not right,” but has had only the vaguest experience with the attitude, “do this, it is right.”  Such an ideal of mere respectability is too namby-pamby to offer any challenging interest to either child or adult.





Mother says to her daughter, “don’t do that, my dear” and hears the response, “Why Mother, all the girls are doing it.”  (Generally it isn’t true that all girls do the same things, but to Mother’s daughter it seems so, and that is enough for her happiness or unhappiness.)  And if Mother has no positive suggestion to offer, she is apt to yield - even in cases where she fears real harm to her daughter’s well-being - because she also fears the cruelty of ridicule or ostracism.





Dad says “No” when son wants a much bigger allowance, or asks for the car for a joy ride, suspecting a trip to a road house in a neighboring town.  It is a necessary answer, but it isn’t enough!  It is a deficient answer unless Dad also answers, then or at some other time, the unasked question, “Well, what is the interesting and right thing to do?”  One needs answers that say, in effect, “Life saves its rewards for those who learn to direct their spending well and wisely; for those who keep in training for the game with body well cared for, rested and exercised; and with mind well disciplined by one’s self.”  Is there any home that does not deal in some way with such a question?





The negative notion of what is right is one that we accumulate from a long and honorable tradition.  Our nation had its origin in rebellion against corruption and tyranny in Europe - by state and church alike.  We are shown the stern denials and the “thou shalt nots” of the Puritan fathers.  We Americans talk of freedom from something, freedom from want, from fear, freedom from tyranny and compulsion.  And we have done it for so long that we have become morally lop-sided.  





A large proportion of church life has been wrapped in the notion that it is wrong to drink, smoke, chew, swear, gamble, go to Sunday ball games and saloons.  Now let me be perfectly honest (if we may throw so many items in one basket!).  I think we probably need a soul-blasting, revival-stirring, jolt on some of these things in which we just drift along with the crowd!  But I think that it is vastly more important that we get a whole new vigorous, challenging idea of what is right.  If we ever learned the Ten Commandments by heart (some of us haven’t, unfortunately) and concentrated on the “Thou shalt not steal, murder, commit adultery, lie or covet,” we need desperately also to concentrate on the spots where Jesus concentrated - Honor thy father and mother, love thy neighbor, love the Lord thy God.  Not that honor is due to all, say to some despicable biological ancestor, but that honor helps to build better parents (believe it or not) as well as children.  Love is not the due of your neighbor’s selfish and inconsiderate nature.  But love will help make a better neighbor of him -- and of his neighbor, you!


