REUNION

They know what's wrong with America.  You've heard them on the radio.  You've read their columns in the newspapers and magazines.  What's wrong is that our nation is getting way too diverse, Americans are becoming too unalike to share a common culture.  Too many foreigners, too many races, too many languages.

I wish they had been with me on Mothers Day weekend, 1996.  My maternal grandparents, George and Bertha Wise, died before I was born, but they begat nearly a hundred descendants by birth, adoption and marriage.  Of the 88 living progeny, 76 came to the family reunion at Pere Marquette State Park, 20 miles upstream from St. Louis on the Illinois River.

I looked at these 76 people, all one family, and I saw a staggering amount of variety.  And an equally staggering amount of love and acceptance.  And you will probably see the same at your next family gathering.

Observing this joyful group, you'd be hard pressed to see what they have in common.  Among the 76 there were active members of five or six different religious groups, and some who assert no affiliation.  There were several racial and ethnic groups represented.  There were, of course, all ages, and married couples and single parents and divorcees.  And there were doubtless some individuals who bore with them their own intensely private burdens.

Their political tastes ranged from bedrock conservatives to devout liberals, with a sprinkling of LaRouche Democrats for added spice.  Even in their music they differed; I heard various ones play and sing classical, folk, blues, jazz, rock and country.

How could they tolerate each other?  Very well, actually.  "Tolerate" is really too weak a term for it: They absolutely thrived on each other's presence.

Career military people sat down to eat with lifelong pacifists.  Entrepreneurs laughed along with corporate grunts and homemakers and government bureaucrats and ministers and teachers and students and unemployed.  The nearly rich and the nearly poor chatted amiably well through the days and nights.  The tee-totallers smiled with good-natured forbearance at us happy ones hovering at the beer cooler.

Every insignificant event, be it a poorly told joke or a missed note on the autoharp or a spilled salad, was occasion for chuckle, a pat on the back or a hug.

Yeah sure, I'm bragging on this wonderful family.  I am truly lucky to be in this colorful tribe.

And I know that almost all of you can tell the same story, with variations only in the details.  And I am sorry if your extended family lacks either variety or the appreciation of it.

When we define family only as a cluster of people who share living quarters, we limit its implications.

But when we define family as the entire group, the huge interlaced circle, the aunts and uncles and in-laws and the dozens of cousins, we get a better take on it.

The term "family values" takes on a wholly different spirit.

It takes on the acceptance and enjoyment of all people.  It takes on a sense of permanent comfort and belonging.  It takes on a sense of civility, of knowing what buttons not to push in order to nurture the deep and abiding affection.  It takes on a healthy sense of humor, of being able to point fun at our own foibles instead of others'.

And those are precisely the family values that we're losing.  As families, and as a society.

What if, in considering public assistance, we thought of recipients not as lazy "welfare queens," but instead in exactly the same way we might think of an unfortunate cousin who got a few bad breaks, (some perhaps of her own making), but for whom we would gladly drop everything and help through a crisis?

What if, in considering housing for the homeless, we thought of residents not as "shiftless bums," but instead in exactly the same way we might think of a nephew who has many terrific qualities, (ambition not among them), but for whose success we are always rooting and whose company we always savor?

What if, in considering mental health needs, we thought of the mentally ill not of "demented defectives," but instead in exactly the same way we might think of an in-law who is spontaneously unpredictable (but sometimes lives in a different and scary reality), but whom we will always love and include in family gatherings?

What if we thought of every individual as a beloved member of our very own family?

We can choose one of two images for our families.  They cannot co-exist.

One is the circled wagons, fiercely protecting home and hearth against all outsiders.

The other is that of a father rushing to the wayward son, enveloping him in his arms and hosting a family reunion in his honor. 

