The Letter To The Lady 					5/11/47





Scripture:  II John





The letter which was read as our scripture meditation this morning was written by John - presumably the Apostle John - in his old age.  He had been an elder, or presbyter, in the early Christian church for a long time.  In a proper sense, he was writing as an official.  And yet he writes not with official detachment but in the warmth of friendliness.





He writes this letter to a lady, whose name is not given, but who is evidently one of the faithful early Christian leaders of the church group where she lived.  John addresses her not alone as the “elect lady” but also as the mother of five children.  In fact he includes mother and children in the same salutation, and writes as to a family.





He speaks of his joy at finding the children (probably grown up, or at least older youth) leading the life of truth and Christian faithfulness.  And he goes on to encourage the lady to continue in the love of Christian folk toward one another.  And he says that, by love, he means the keeping of Christ’s commandment and principle.  He gives her, and her children, fatherly encouragement to be loyal to Christ, to be on guard against impostors, to be steadfast in the truth.  “Watch yourselves; you must not lose what you have been working for, but gain your full reward.”





The letter to the elect lady is the kind that can be written by an old man, full of wisdom and restrained good advice, heartily commending a mother on the excellence of her children and encouraging her to continue the watchful, intelligent, faithful kind of living that shall continue to help others to right choices.





One of those customs that has evolved in the life of our country is that of honoring mothers on a special day of the year - the second Sunday in May.  It is an idea with considerable beauty in it - also a considerable amount of commercially fed sentiment and emotional drooling.  Prepared, sentimental greetings, artificially stimulated gifts, and general eulogies to motherhood are an embarrassment to a great many mothers, young and not-so-young, on Mother’s Day.  For the thoughtful know that there is no particular “halo” around motherhood.  Mothers are good or bad people according to their standards of ideal and conduct - just as are uncles and cousins and fathers-in-law.





Biological parenthood puts neither angel wings nor bat wings on a woman’s soul, any more than it does a father’s.  To have a child, or children, come into the home, whether by birth or adoption, is no guarantee that the adults are to be considered better people than they had been without children around.  But parenthood does pose obligations which, if honorably met, do improved adult character.





There is much to be said for a special reminder, to all of us, to show our appreciation and love for our mothers.  We get careless about it and leave undone the little gestures that bring a bit of happiness and reassurance, gestures that could make us all the better sons and daughters for doing.





I suspect, however, that the greatest significance of the day can be in a thoughtful appraisal of the kind of mothers or fathers we ourselves are, or will some day be, or might want to be.  Shall we raise our children in the virtues our mothers managed to convey to us?  Shall we avoid the mistakes and shortcomings of our parents?  What kind of appraisal will our children one day make of us?  Will it be an annual bit of slushy, sentimental effusion, or will it be a daily sense of gratitude for genuine love, intelligent guidance, firm and kindly discipline, and mature faith in God and people?





One of the choice bits of sentiment which shows up on Mother’s Day is an old Yiddish proverb which says that God could not be everywhere, so he made mothers.  It has a poetic point if used with restraint.  As a matter of fact it is very poor theology in the face of our belief that God is everywhere.  But it is also very good theology in the face of our growing conviction that God’s work gets done by his people.  We are his hands for creation and mercy.  We are his feet for errands of good will.  We are his free servants to do his will.





Yes, God has made mothers - and fathers.  And if parenthood is a God-given role it is well that we consider it earnestly.  How else are the children of today to grow into worthy manhood and womanhood of tomorrow unless it be by the influence of good homes and worthy parents now?





Children have a right to be born into dependable homes.  One of the chief reasons for the problem of juvenile delinquency today is the instability of so many homes.  When mature people decide that the romance has gone out of their marriage and is perhaps (they think) to be found in a new alliance, they rob their children of the joint affection and dependability which the children ought to have.  By far the greatest proportion of youngsters who get into trouble with the law come of homes that are broken, or very badly adjusted.





Even in homes where husband and wife do get along pretty well, there is often a damaging form of selfishness which robs the children of their right.  Parents leave their children to look after themselves while they spend a lot of time in the taverns or night clubs or elsewhere, seeking their own pleasure.





Children have been locked in cars during the day while mother and father both worked in wartime factories - the only thing to save the kids, the formation of a neighborhood or cooperative nursery which only partly meets their needs.





Too many parents assume that someone else can rear their children - nurse maid, school teacher, summer camp director.  All the teachers and directors in the world can’t compensate for the failures and lacks of a mother or father.  A schoolmaster was asked by a group of parents why the school was not making more of the children than it was making.  The schoolmaster replied: “The reason is that they are your children.”  Which answer should have been good for a whole series of discussions if the parents and teachers desired to seek together the welfare of those children.





A woman was discussing with me the fact that her children, now grown, were never in church; that their children (her children) were in some cases founding homes that she did not approve; marrying spouses of sharply different religious faith, or turning themselves to other faiths, or to none.  “Now what is the matter with the Congregational church,” she began - as if to take a surgeon’s scalpel and lay bare the sick and scrawny bones of an ecclesiastical structure.  I suspect I brought the dissection to an abrupt halt when I said, perhaps a little sharply and certainly extremely: “There is nothing wrong with the Congregational church for those who love it and are faithful in it and who, in its fellowship, are teaching their children faithfully and regularly.”





People make excuses as to why they can not be in church - except rarely - excuses that would sound as ridiculous to them as they do to me or to anyone else if they though carefully about it.  Anyone who can get to the grocer’s or to the bank or telephone office for business, can get to the church - no matter how feeble they may feel when they see a deacon or minister.  Anyone who can get to his lodge regularly or call on her relatives frequently can get to church if he or she wants to.  And if the church hasn’t been a regular part of the training that father and mother have given children by attendance, sharing and example, those parents need show no surprise or dismay when children prove religiously illiterate or disinterested.  We can get to church is we want to.  It is simply a matter, for the great majority of people, of what we choose to do.





Most of us who are parents truly hope that our children will be fine men and women - capable, fair of physique and mind, with moral integrity and dependability.  Well, by-and-large, they have their chance to become great persons only as we ourselves strive to be great spirits.  Think of the great men who have had great mothers - I don’t mean, necessarily, prominent mothers, but great mothers.





Abraham Lincoln, reared in rough surroundings, little schooling and great hardship, frankly attributed all that was worthwhile in his character to the influence of his mother, who died while he was a boy.  St. Augustine was saved from a life of abandoned sensualism to a life of great spiritual leadership by the prayers, patience, faith of a devoted mother.  It was he who once remarked: “Give us other mothers and I will give you another world.”





Of course the influence of mothers is especially important in the average  home because it is she who has most contact and care of the little children.  And the care and confidence children have known early are apt to cause the older child to turn to Mother more naturally than to anyone else, with questions and confidence.  But this doesn’t let fathers out!  One of the problems of the average father is to arrange his off-the-job time so that he spends a proper amount of time with his children at their play, their household tasks, their school, church and other growing interests.  Children have a right to their fathers as well as their mothers.  And it is a shirker who leaves the welfare of his children all to his wife.





Children must learn to get along in cooperation with others all their lives.  They need, as a major part of their training, the real, unconscious feeling that they have been wanted, and loved and nurtured by father and mother together.





With so much at stake today can we take parenthood more earnestly and give more of ourselves to it?  A lot of things about which we busy ourselves are of pitiable insignificance beside the integrity of our homes and the quality of our family life!





I’ve always been a bit pleased with the attitude of a woman I knew near my first parish.  She was an intelligent, devoted wife, and the mother of two fine little boys.  She managed a well ordered home and she enjoyed a fair amount of social relaxation.  But no bridge game ever lasted for her longer than the moment when she needed to get up from the table and get started for home in plenty of time to be there when the boys got home from school.  I don’t agree with some of that woman’s ideas.  I’d like to see her put more of her energies into some activities she neglects or considers unessential.  Specifically, I think she ought to be a better churchwoman.  But this one thing I do admire as a great quality in her nature, and value it whenever I see it; absolutely dependable to her boys and her husband.  There is security for their spirits in her.





As we pay our tributes to mothers this day we wish to honor those mothers who have deserved and won their rewards.  Let us keep in bright remembrance the love, the sacrifice, the effort that has been poured into our lives by mothers and fathers, both living here and beyond.





But also let us pay tribute to the 20th century mothers who are in the midst of the struggles of present day parenthood; who have wanted their children and loved them, and had the courage to face the demands as well as the joys of motherhood; who are remembering that adults and children alike are the spiritual sons and daughters of the Most High and have determined to teach the truths of Christ to their children.  Let us honor those who make a point of living so that their children know that they can depend absolutely on the home - not only on its shelter and provision, but on its fairness and love and light.  Both bread and the bread of life - let these come from the hand of every sincere parent.





An Old Testament verse says: “Behold King Solomon with the crown wherewith his mother crowned him.”  Not in ambitions to earthly greatness, but in the determined hope of greatness of spirit let the sons and daughters of today be crowned by their parents.





Every mother of today, faithful to such a trust, may look forward to receiving one day letters of thanksgiving for fine Christian children such as that written by the elder John to the elect lady -- even more to the confidence of a divine word whispering within her own being - “Well done, good and faithful servant.”  [Matthew 25: 21,23].





---------------
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