Do you know just how much you are loved?

By Lewis F. McLain, Jr.

It has been interesting raising a child into adulthood. Just as fascinating is to observe, in both action and words, how other parents have embraced their children and then released them to the skies as the mother eagle eventually has to do. I’m not sure I can find an example with any greater challenge than raising a child. And surely there are few rewards that can come close to comparing with a child who comes into your life so dependent on you for nourishment, guidance and love. This is written for the Senior Class of 2001 at American Heritage Academy. It is written 36 hours ahead of the time in which Linda and I will be meeting with this collection of 38 young people in a retreat setting. We will be presenting you with a gift in a few minutes after we share with you. We want to share some thoughts. We want to provide you with some insights. We want you to join with us as we reflect on this special moment in your life.

You are 279 days away from receiving your diploma. It will come in a split second. From your parents’ perspective, your entire life has been like time-lapse photography. The moments of the news of your conception, the hospital delivery, the feedings in the middle of the night, the birthday party when you smeared your cake everywhere, your first day at school, your academic and sports achievements and now the beginning of the end of this incredible phase of your life all seem like snap, snap, snap to your parents. It is both exhilarating and terribly threatening all in one instant of thought. Do you even have a clue just how much you are loved?

But you may be confused at this tidbit of information. Your confusion may be caused by your focus on the last argument with your parents that might have occurred yesterday or on your feelings of suffocation as you perceive their attempt to micromanage your life. At this time, you may be counting the next 279 days with the sole thought of being freed to be on your own as you pursue college dreams and other things that will come your way. It is for that understandable viewpoint of yours that we bring you a message today.

The reason it is understandable is that we have been there, and parents don’t always feel compelled to be honest with you at this point in life. Let me tell you why. You are light years ahead of where we were at your age in terms of academic preparation. There is probably a little tinge of jealousy on our part about that, because we crave a chance to do some things over and to be able to start at 18 equipped with what you have. Most of us wasted a part of our youth, and we want you to absorb every moment of life. You are our children, so we only want the best for you. That’s not the secret we have a hard time sharing with you.

Your parents stand at one of the most difficult times in a person’s life. The financial stresses are approaching a peak. The period that began about the time you got a car and that will last until you are out of college, married and independently employed is a long and expensive one. We are rarely prepared to deal with those four big events. But we will make it through this phase one way or another. Finances are not the hardest part of this phase of life from the parental perspective.

The hard part is that we stand in the middle of time when, in general, our kids are becoming young adults needing us in unsaid ways and OUR parents are becoming more dependent on us, too. For many of us, role reversal with older parents has been evolving for some time. Our careers, in many cases, are approaching their peak. That is good in that we are in this period of heavy financial commitment I mentioned. That is not so good in that our jobs can often be jeopardized when the economy cools or when our employers are just looking for places to cut expenses. These are our worries. We shield you from these daily worries, but you will become more and more aware of financial realities now that you are on the threshold of moving from the teenage years to the young adult years. It is good for you to understand financial realities – not worry about them, just to understand them so you can understand us.

The hard part is not the financial part, but rather that we feel as helpless as when driving a car on an ice-slicked street when it skids out of control. We are numbed at the speed you, our seniors, have gotten to this day. Our strong feelings of helplessness are because we want to freeze these moments. But we can’t. Not only are you going to graduate in 279 days, but many of the parents will graduate and never have quite the same privileged status as now with you on the class rolls.

Without any hesitation, we want to blurt out how time has blessed us and yet cheated us. We want to cuddle with you and get those little spontaneous uninhibited kisses you gave us as a four-year old. But our authoritative roles make it extremely difficult. We want to see you have fun and laugh and make memories with your friends, but we struggle with you going out into the world that doesn’t include us. We have felt this isolation in small doses since your days of being chaperoned have begun to diminish. But nothing, NOTHING, is going to match the quantum leap you will take in the next twelve months.

And this is where the secret comes in that we trust you can accept in the spirit being offered to you tonight:  There is probably not a bad thought you have ever had that we didn’t have at your age. There is probably not a misdeed that we also didn’t do or came close to doing at your age. We cannot bear to be totally honest with you -- for you to see our faults, our mistakes and our regrets from an earlier time. 

As I let that sink in, you might be thinking: that’s great news – our parents weren’t perfect and they turned out okay. So why worry about us?

There is plenty to worry about. We find ourselves in awe that we did turn out okay, that we found the right path. We give God the glory for that every day. But we also know that there are people we grew up with that didn’t find the right path or at least not for a very, very long time. I can remember the very night that I decided to part with two friends who later continued their life of doing things just for kicks that went down a road to criminal mischief. I saw the line that was being crossed over. Why didn’t they? And they were the sons of a wonderful, godly Baptist preacher with an angelic mother. And even when the story comes out okay, as it often does, there is an aspect of a life of bad choices that rarely gets rectified. It is collectively called BAGGAGE. Yes, God forgives us. Yes, your parents will forgive you. You are loved so much that there is nothing you could ever do to put out that flame, although the moments of disappointment often seem unbearable.

The secret in life that is so cruel is that YOU will find it difficult to forgive yourself. And that is why we are the way we are. What sounds like harping and unfair restrictions is really a crying out for you to be free of baggage. Of all the things we might specifically pray for you is that you may stay on the straight and narrow so that you won’t end up with baggage that you carry all your life. Our belabored emphasis on your sexual purity, for instance, is motivated by a number of factors. You would probably be surprised to learn of some of them. Most of you will be married someday – and that day may only be a few years away – and that relationship is being prayed over right now by most of your parents and your grandparents.

One of the most amusing quips I’ve ever heard is the explanation for why grandparents and grandchildren have such a good relationship most of the times. It is said the reason is that the bond is because they have a common enemy. But we know it is more than that.

I used to be amazed at how grandparents had the wisdom to know how critical it would be for their grandchildren and the unknown spouses that would come into their lives be a movement scripted by the Lord. It later become crystal clear to me why a grandparent would worry. They are probably the closest thing to God when it come to seeing the big picture. You and the person you will marry someday will share an honesty unlike anything you have ever experienced. We grieve already for those of you who will carry baggage into that relationship. Baggage that you have control over right now. My mother prayed for Linda from the time I was a child, and Linda’s mother prayed for me to come into her life years before we even met the first week in college 35 years ago next month.

We are thrilled about your ventures into the real world when your faith and your choices are all your own and not imposed on you by your parents. Linda and I and the faculty of AHA can probably accept the fact that you are not perfect easier than your parents can. My son and I look alike and even think alike. I am now so pleased with every aspect of him, good or not so good. But it took me a long time to realize that he wasn’t the perfect child we wanted him to be but rather was a reflection of our very own strengths and frailties. He is the very human product of Linda and me who turned out to be better than us – something every parent would want. But we understand where your parents are coming from, and it is not that they want you to be perfect. They can literally feel the nervous pit in the stomach you will feel, the burden on your shoulders, the tinges of regret that come from the baggage they never want you to experience. It is that simple. You cannot put toothpaste back in the tube. If we could convince you that your actions over the last few years and the next few years could have a major influence on your next 50 or 60 more years in life, you would understand the anxiety of parenting that translates itself into what feels like an encroachment in your life right now. We want joy and happiness in your life to a degree impossible to imagine. We are all striving for the experience of unconditional love with one another just as Christ has shown it for us, a goal hard to communicate in our modern world.

What isn’t so simple and even a mystery is why we often have the difficulty of sharing our feelings with our children. Why is it so hard to say, “I love you” to the very people who are the most important influences in our lives? The only explanation I have ties to the authoritative roles that are necessary, even though temporary in the great scheme of things. It is a weak excuse. And the weakness of our arguments stands out when there is an event in our lives that makes it impossible to verbally and non-verbally convey, “I love you!!!” anymore. We are reminded every year how easy it is for life on earth to come to an end. When that happens … you know the rest of that comment. The popular song, “In the living years” was about that regret. We know the ultimate final exam for entry into Heaven, and we also know the ultimate final exam in relationships on earth: we could phrase the question many ways, but the significance lies in the answer that is simply, “I have no regrets.”

So we have two parts to our sharing, one that we are about to close with this morning and one that will follow. Linda is going to tell you about the plans for the rest of this morning. Listen to every word she shares. Our goal today is to convince you of one thing. You are loved beyond a level that you can possibly imagine. Linda and I love you and we don’t even know you yet. We love you, because God has put us together at this time to love each other, to know that when we look into the faces of each other that we see the face of Christ looking back at us. You will understand clearly as you take our place someday and we take the place of your grandparents. The glimpse -- only a glimpse is necessary right now – can change your life and, more specifically, these next 279 days. But Linda wants to tell you about some other people who love you with fervor, deepness and richness that is unique to the parent-child relationship. LFM

