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“My son, do not forget my teaching, but keep my commands in your heart,

for they will prolong your life many years and bring you prosperity.

Let love and faithfulness never leave you; bind them around your neck,

write them on the tablet of your heart.” Proverbs 3:1-3

Remeasuring The Distance
Setting The Stage For A Great Senior Year

By Lewis & Linda McLain

Lewis: As parents, we measure our effectiveness in many ways. Years ago, Linda and I visualized our son graduating from high school and heading off to college. We talked about how we hoped he would reflect on us, his parents, to a college roommate. Perhaps it was escapism for us, dreaming so we could focus on a highlight and not be dragged down by one of the daily roller coaster rides we took while raising a teenager. We hoped that in a most honest moment he would reflect on his early childhood through high school years to recount that he knew he was loved, that he came from a Godly family, that we had been and still were a major influence that he appreciated even more after being away at college. Hey, we said we were dreaming!

Linda: Actually, the dream did come true, although not quite as elaborately as we thought. We wanted a big screen presentation complete with wispy violins playing in the background, spectacular cinematography and with credits rolling at the end of our son's imaginary soliloquy in a college dorm.

We'll get back to this dream of ours in a minute as we talk about replacing the focus on our child with yours. Thank you for allowing us to spend these next few minutes with you talking about one of our favorite subjects - your child. Actually, we plan to cover several of our favorite topics tonight; at least one subject, one event, and one tool. The subject is your child, with whom I will have a dual claim to and in whom each of us has a significant stake. The event is this passage in which your child is handed off ceremoniously to Seniordom with one of your arms pushing hard in the center of the back and the other arm wrapped tightly around the legs. The tool is amazingly simple and so old that it has been forgotten and goes mostly un​used. It is a personal loveletter crafted in your own heart and memorialized on paper.

Sit back, relax and do what​ever you can to transform this special day into an evening of reflection. Listen with the ears of parents who are experiencing one of the grandest periods in your life - although it may not seem like it right now for the reasons I've already dropped as a hint. Absorb our message, if you will, because our message is to absorb each of these special days, for these are days to remember. We want you to center on your child, this event called the Sen​ior Retreat and the tool of letter writing. Please don't let the spotlight be on us as we read our words, some​thing that frees us to say what we believe to be important without inhibitions and yet constrains us so that we don't ramble on for the entire eve​ning.

Lewis: We are now quite a ways on the other side of this curtain of time in which you travel right now. The emotional content is high and the roller coaster brings both exhilaration and trauma in their many forms, sometimes in industrial doses on the same day. Having just become involved with this school, our senses are as acute as a child watching the morning news on TV to see if school is going to be let out for a snow day. We find ourselves un​able to just be casual observers. We have been called here and are in awe of every scene as it unfolds.

The lumps in our throats are just as real as when we were on the high school carousel for Ken’s last two years in high school, eyes aglaze as the poignant moments of our life marching a teenager through high school were flashing be​fore us. We felt the joy of having a son com​pleting an education in an academic and Christian environment. I re​member feeling the pride of achieving a goal - as if I were graduating too, not just our son Ken​neth. I felt the fear, the same kind of fear that had visited so many times before: when he went to his first summer camp, and especially when he drove away in the car on his very own for the first time.

I think, more than anything though, we were feeling the detachment that was hazily ap​pearing on the horizon when our involvement in his daily activi​ties would be diminishing rapidly.

I even felt the separation coming on, that our status would be changing. My privileged parental sta​tus would soon be changing without a son on the class rolls. I was respectful of each moment, knowing that time can't be placed on slow speed, only replayed as often as the mind is capable of revisit​ing these vicarious moments of life.

I felt panicky and rushed as I continually re-measured the distance between the day in which I was standing and the night he would walk across the stage. How could it be blazing to an end so quickly? This wasn’t fair! I felt confused, like an amnesiac, trying to fill in the gaps from that cute little two-year old to this huge kid who was about to leave us for college. 

I must pause to tell you a secret that is addressed to all of you who aren’t having the time of your life raising your child. Our experience with our son was not all a bed of roses. We had some tough years, some very tough years. There were times he wanted to leave. He was never in the in-crowd. And it was a girlfriend from another school, now our beautiful daughter-in-law, who gave him the sense of belonging and worth that never came from high school. But he finished with his head held high. God was good to us, but it is on my heart tonight to dispel any ideas that we were a perfect family with a perfect child-rearing experience. Like child-birth pains, we focus on the product, not some of the dreaded parts of the process to deliver a child into this world, into college or into adulthood.

Linda: I remember how stretched I was, trying to be a good senior mom while at the same time being a mom to seventy more seniors. I remember the junior year, toward the end, was like the hoopla before a very big sports championship. I wanted to get prepared, be early for everything, know every detail possible, visu​alize each scene and imag​ine how I would be feeling each step of the way.

I could remember specifics of my own high school graduation - at that time and then later - and I was intrigued with what Kenneth would be feeling. Would he be focused on the successful stage he had reached or would he be looking ahead, worrying about what happens af​ter high school? After all these years of us, along with his school and church teachers, equipping him for the last hurrah in high school and the big lunge into college life - how would he handle life's challenges without the protective walls of a Christian school?

And though we are now on the other side of this curtain - I see it more as a draw-bridge - we still immerse our​selves in thoughts of the junior and senior year at high school. These mental images, the rich feelings we had and the chances to relive them are treasures we will cher​ish forever.

And this is largely the purpose of the Senior Retreat. The goal is to provide many experiences and memories for your new senior, but a big one is to pre​pare for this stage of their lives when the benediction will be soon an​nounced across the auditorium and these young men and women will be dispersed into the excit​ing and challenging winds of life. Your seniors will be equip​ped with many of their worldly possessions: cars, stereos, and the like. But what is so much more important is what they carry in their minds and hearts.

During the closing program of the Sen​ior Trip that occurs in a few weeks, school leaders will provide our kids a time and environment for reflection. They will share life experi​ences, in​cluding these richly blessed days at American Heritage Academy. The wealth our stu​dents possess and carry with them is centered in one area: relationships. Their rela​tionship with the Lord will be an overriding em​phasis, of course, as well as the importance of those friend​ships they have made with teachers and students here at school.

But your children will be offered an equally significant thrust regarding their relation​ship with you, their par​ents. While they may be at the peak of the rebellious years - and you may have had it up to your ears - the days ahead will be bringing new realizations for them. And a chief realization, of course, is the importance of their parents in their lives.

Lewis: Let's look at this message from your perspective. There are two profound statements I've heard over the last few years that have rung true in every aspect, every detail. Dr. James Dobson, for all his wisdom and experi​ence, responded to a question in one of his film series about how to survive the teenage years. His answer, after an elaborate set up for a sophisticated, scholarly piece of advice was, just get them through those teenage years ANY WAY you can do it. In essence, there are no fixed answers, but the goal is to sur​vive the family stresses with relation​ships in tact.

My interpretation of Dobson’s words was that your way may be differ​ent from my way, and both of us may have inelegant par​enting techniques. Never​theless, our common goal is to push, pull, love, laugh, and cry our way through parenthood - whatever it takes to make it across the waters and be a wholesome family unit in the end. Dr. Dobson's words were uplifting.

The second profound statement that became an internal wall plaque for me came from a Dr. Paul Warren at a talk he gave at a PTF parents' one night a few years ago. These words stung just a little. This big man with a gentle voice stood at the audito​rium podium of one of the most presti​gious academic centers in all of Texas and made a shocking proclamation: when we look at the big picture, GRADES make little differ​ence in terms of what is far more supe​rior as a priority - and that is RELA​TIONSHIPS.

At that moment, I was offended. However, ever since that night several years ago, I have found his words to be the truth. We felt his counseling as if we were the only people in the auditorium that night. Perhaps he was not talking just to us, but Kenneth's parents were having anxiety attacks over the grades of a student who was not then and not until his last two years in college - placed a high priority on grades. And while we never did completely climb down off Kenneth's back, it became abundantly clear that grades are of no importance if we sacrifice our relation​ship with him or if our focus is not on loving the child but rather than his aca​demic performance.

A slow but steady trend has been in place now for several years, and we were cautious about our optimism for a long time. Now the confirming signals are there and I can share this victory as our 25-year-old has wrapped up his college has joined in holy matrimony with our sweet daughter-in-law and is now, in fact, working with me but in his own business. It is with great joy that I announce that Kenneth and I have moved to what is the ultimate parental goal I now see so clearly - we have become best friends as adults. You could never understand how significant this revelation is unless you knew that in the eighth-grade we gave a sharing similar to this one except we were at our wit’s end and we called it, A Loving Foot In A Closing Door. We never dreamed we would have these words now shared with you.

We do not have the time to de​scribe all of the details, but at that time I think things were slipping away, and the clear picture we were getting was to drop everything and focus on the upcom​ing high school years. It took 3-​1/2 years of load-shedding to fully get off every church and civic committee, and to sell a business and home so we could move 2 miles from high school and absorb ourselves in every aspect of Ken's life and high school years. We decided that we had lived the biggest lie of our generation much too long – the lie that “quality time” could be manufactured to substitute for quantity of time – and we made a commitment to change. The tie-in to our topic tonight is that we needed every tool we had available to restore some slighted communication with Ken, to firmly grip the critical youthful tether, and to explore how all of these events were affecting our family relationship. We found the tool to be the familiar loveletter.

Linda: Lew and I have written loveletters for years, first when we were dating and while he was on active duty in the reserves during the precarious Vietnam years. Then we went on a Marriage Encounter weekend in June of 1976 when letter writing was taught as the centerpiece of communication in an effort to build a stronger marriage rela​tionship. We have written loveletters to each other almost every day since then and have not missed a single day in over 14 years.

Over the 24 years since our week​end, we have applied some of the mar​riage encounter communication tech​niques to communicate with Ken, first as a toddler drawing pictures and then with simple loveletters. And then we advanced to deeper communications for the more profound topics that parents need to talk about with their kids. He wrote back much of the time when he lived at home, but we found that writing had a tremendous value, even if without a formal re​​​​​sponse.

There were some earth-shak​ing moments. Sharing feelings is no easier to do with a child than it is with your spouse. However, Kenneth penned some wonderful and treasured words, sometimes when least expected. When Lew and Ken used to get into a verbal clash, it was never constructive, especially since Lew only operated in either the calm mode or the nuke'em mode when dealing with a disappointment with Ken. Lew learned that he could write without the risk of Ken lighting the Roman Candle through a facial expression or any of the many forms of rejection or rebuttal. Also, Ken finds it hard to express his sorrow verbally, yet says it on paper with much more ease.

Lewis: Let's talk specifics about this loveletter that you are being asked to write to your new senior as this trip ap​proaches. First, remember, that it is a loveletter. That means that you write from your heart and not from your head. This isn't an office memo. Think about the salutation. What comes after Dear? A nickname? I've even used Ken's Indian Guide name, Lightening Streak (I was Rolling Thunder!). And mothers even have more latitude. The names your child might die to hear said aloud is received differently when read miles from home after the kind of introduction to your letter is given.

What can you say to set the tone? How about, “I just wanted to let you know how much I love you” or “I want to start afresh?” How do you convince them that you are writing from the heart? Simple: start by saying that you are writing from the heart and then … you guessed it … write from the heart! 
What do you write about? Not about the weather or how the Rangers are doing. How do you feel about the beginning of this senior year and the events of the next 294 days and beyond? What do you hope for your child? What are the mem​ories you have of him or her over the years, the potential in them you have seen blos​som? How do you feel about letting your young man or woman go, or at least loosening the tether over the next year and the following college years?

Explore the depth of your love for them and then simply paint your heart on paper in the form of words more beauti​ful than your lips will accommodate in this world of structure, authoritative roles and impatience. This letter should be viewed as perhaps the most signifi​cant gift you've ever given them - the greatest loveletter you have ever composed. And think about it, with what could it be compared?
You may be say​ing, “he is crazy - those words are not in me, I am without those talents”. Well, that would be the same response we heard from Moses and Isaiah and many oth​ers who, when first called, responded as if the assignment was to be carried out on their own strength. Not so! Pray before you write. If you do, I will make you an ironclad promise that the words will come and they will be the right words. There is no magic to this. Make provisions for a quiet place and a quiet time, perhaps both strangers to you in our hectic world. Listen to the words of your heart. Let your pen be your voice of love and care.

One time, after being aware of how kids carry so much guilt about things, I made a per​sonal fatherly plea to Kenneth to accept the fact that there is nothing he has ever done or said that I hold as a grudge, and that I wanted him to know that I forgave him of every​thing as I wrote him the loveletter. I also asked him for the same kind of forgiveness. Every effort I've ever taken to be vulnerable to Kenneth has been trans​formed into a perceived strength by him as far as I can tell. You see, that is what writing will do for you. When I started writing that letter, I had no idea that I would end up saying those words. And those aren't the kinds of dinner topics that compete with the phone ringing and the rush of daily activities.

Linda: And then the all-important bene​diction. Close with a prayer or at least let your child know that you are praying for him or her. Ask your son or daughter to pray for you as you struggle through parenthood. Share your faith and how you know that you have no choice but to hand off to the Lord the duties of the tireless and all-present Shepherd. Express to your loved one how you most fervent prayer is that he or she will be faithful to the Lord.

You see, I too, want this letter to your new senior to be all it can be. I love each of them, and I haven’t even met them all yet. At school, we see them at their best and even at their most rushed times. We see a beauty that is all too often afforded not to the parent but to the care givers who crisscross their paths and perhaps get a privileged glimpse of the inside product you have molded.

It is an irony of life. When Kenneth was in high school, you could have seen some​thing in his eyes that I may have missed be​cause I was focused on his dirty room. And we see in your child poise, humor, talent and glimpses of compassion that will make me want to be the adoptive parent of each of your children. I carry with joy those vis​ions of the panicky expressions as a paper for English is tempo​rarily lost. And I will be praying for them knowing that I must turn loose of them, too, in the near future. I was be emotionally spent after the graduating ceremonies this year knowing the 2001 seniors will no longer be needing me and the others here at AHA on a daily basis to make it through high school life.

Therefore, these are days to re​member. These are days to rejoice and savor. We are ex​cited about this oppor​tunity for you to write a loveletter to your child. We know what it will mean to them because we’ve heard responses from students who have received a loveletter from their parents in the past.

But we also know what it is going to mean to you, for we have seen fathers deliver thick letters in envelopes that they would have placed on satin pillows if they could have gotten away with it. And after this letter, we hope that you will consider making letter writing a habit. We have been married for 32 years this month, have writ​ten loveletters daily for 24 years and tonight will write loveletter number 5,271 without missing a single day. These letters have no price tags and we'd love to share another evening with you about deepening and strengthening your marriage through the wonder tool called the loveletter.

And now we will provide further specif​ics and be happy to answer any questions that you might have. Thank you.

Instructions For Writing A Letter

To Your Senior
Your new senior is going to be leaving for a retreat soon that is designed to be a preparatory experience for one of the final chapters in this book called high school. At a designated time during that trip will be a special occasion to share their memories and to reflect on their days at American Heritage Academy. And then one of the biggest events will occur. An envelope will be given to them after a special introduction is ex​plained about its contents. It will be one of the most treasured gifts ever sent from you; it is a letter. We've all written loveletters before, but here are some helpful tips:

· A letter should be written from each parent. Both letters should be in the same envelope with your child’s full name plainly marked on the outside.

· Focus on what your child means to you, memories of them growing up, and what you are feeling as you expe​rience the close of this junior year and the pilgrimage ahead for you as well as them this upcoming senior year.

· Tell them of your dreams for them your hopes and expecta​tions, but mostly how you know they have been trained up by you and AHA to be a wonderful young adult.

· Share with them about your faith and your prayers for them. Let them know that their spiritual life and their walk with the Lord are key ingredients in your ability to let them go over the next few years.

· Most of all, let them know that you love them. Write from your heart and say the things that you would want to say to them if they were sitting in your presence without interruption and with full ac​ceptance of your outpour​ing of love.

Please have these letters turned in to Linda McLain or someone at the office by August 14, 2000. 

Please make this a priority today. We don't want anyone to be left out of this lasting memory of their senior days at American Heritage Academy.


If you have any questions, please call Linda McLain at

· 972-416-5437 x1146 or
· at home at 972-418-6536 or
· LindaMcL@CovenantChurch.org or
· Lewlin@flash.net
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