Father and Son
Our son Matthew writes:


“Mom and dad are in constant movement, owners of the perpetual energy of children.  They plan and then execute.  They work separately and as a team.  They have love, bound by faith.  They are both teachers and doers.  I learn from then, consciously and subconsciously.”


Matthew and I have written a book together.  Father and Son:  Finding Freedom.

We’ve told a story each from his own perspective:  the story of our relationship.  We wrote without reading the other’s memory and manuscript, and so, in a sense, we have two stories about the same events.


Matthew again, remembering childhood:

“Sometimes I watch mom and dad and notice how they do a same thing differently.  Take driving.


“Riding with mom is often excruciating and nearly unbearable.  I often look over at the speedometer and roll my eyes as the needle matches the speed limit to an exactness I cannot endure.  I squirm under my seatbelt, seeing everything we pass clearly as there is no blur.  Mom’s hands grip the steering wheel as the diagram in a driver’s manual shows, and checks her mirrors and blindspots again and again.  


“Predictably, we arrive safely.


“Riding with dad is packed with action, and on my part, a touch of fear.  Joe and I climb into the cab of dad’s lime green Toyota truck and fasten our seatbelts, which are never tight enough.  Dad gets in and slams his door.  We are going to the junkyard with our trash.  Dad starts up the engine.  Joe moves his left knee to the right when the gear stick shifts into reverse.


“Dad becomes someone else.


“He shifts into first.  We giggle.  I clutch my seat.  And enemy driver accosts us—or so dad leads us to believe, and he makes his countermove.  His brow furls and his teeth grit.  We swerve in front of the fool challenging us.  We approach a red light.  Dad smashes his brake, throwing us forward then slamming us back into the seat.  We giggle more.  WE finally turn into the junkyard, nearly on two wheels, before skidding to a stop on the gravel.  

“Dad jumps out, onto the next step of our mission.  Joe and I unstrap our seatbelts, our hearts racing.  We throw our bags on the mountain of garbage.  We climb back into the truck, and I clutch the side of my seat.”


I too recall that little trip.


But what I remember most is that I had stopped on an incline.  The front of the pickup angled downward to the garbage heap.  Four feet forward, and the hill became something like a cliff.


I don’t remember whether Joe and Matt helped me throw the trash bags down.


I do remember that, while I was standing in the bed of the Toyota, Matt, in the cab with Joe, had (yes) unstrapped the seatbelt, but then slid into the driver’s seat and released the handbrake.


“MATTHEW!”


The truck began to roll down the easy incline.


Shouting, instantly both terrified and furious, I leaped from the bed, wrenched the door open, drove Matthew from the seat, and yanked on the parking brake.  Not inches (of course) from that cliff.


And so begins our stories together.


We wrote with an absolute honesty.  This, you must understand, was difficult.  Our relationship—filled, truly, with love of father for son and son for father—nevertheless developed through terrible separations, suffering sorrows and sins on both sides.  At times I was helpless to know the right, incapable of doing it.  


Matthew had been adopted.  I was his adoptive father.  I suspected that our deeper communications were troubled by differences in our very DNA’s.  Each misread the other’s motives as well as the emotions we could not bring to speech.  

And so began that tragic descent which many another parent—and many, many teenagers—have experienced together.


Difficult to be honest, when honesty means confession.


On the other hand, what neither of us knew when we were in the midst of the journey, is that love never ceased.  Love never ceased!  When I read Matthew’s story, I wept.  I bawled to see that his hardness came not from an evil contrariety, but from pain.  At the same time, I cried to recognize that he loved me.  My son—even when he broke off communications—loved me.

And Matt tells me the same.  How my tale made him cry too, at my pain which was caused by my love.


The hardest thing I have ever had to do in all my life was to put my son out of the house.  He had no place to go.  But he had too long assumed that he would—jobless, angry, and yet completely dependant—take food and shelter and all needs from us.  The man he believed himself to be was no more than a calf at the teat.


Hard it was for me.  And no convictions this would work.  We stared into a darkness, his mother and I, knowing that he despised our rank unfairness.


I made a pact with God.  I said:  “If you, the better Father of our son, will train him in independence and carry him to success, I will give up his love for me forever.  I can live without his love, so long as he can finally live healthy and in peace.”

There was no doubt that we would keep loving him.  How could we not?  As a mother cannot forget her child, we could never forget you, Matthew.  You are inscribed on the palms of our hands.


Matthew, too, remembers that terrible day.  He will never say he did not hate it.  But he says now that it was the beginning of his growth.

Oh, how merciful is the Supernal Parent, the children’s Catcher and Re-creator, when blood parents know no next thing to do.  


There came the year when Doug Haugen, director of the Lutheran Men in Mission, invited me to address the men’s convention.  “We’re inviting every member to bring his father and his child.  Three generations all in one room together.”  After a while he called and asked whether my sons might want to join me on the stage.


I asked them both.  With much hesitation, both agreed.


And then:  there came the day when the three of us gathered to develop our three presentations.  They each told me the story they planned to tell regarding our relationships.  Next I started to tell them my story.  But a portion touched upon difficulties between me and Matt.  I stumbled and soon I couldn’t go on.  I choked in my throat and began to cry.  So, so much in our past.

Matthew started to cry, and then Joe, and soon we were all boo-hooing in a little room.  And hugging one another.


When I rose to speak before the Men in Mission, with a full and joyful confidence, I said this:


“You can bargain with God.  You can sacrifice the love of your sons for the good life of those sons.  And you can mean it—and even believe his love is lost.


“But see the mercy of God?  He gives you your son back.  And he brings back, too, the love of that son for you.  


“They come home.  The children come home.


“And how could we ever doubt that the return and such fresh love is the mercy and the presence of God right here among us?”


To parents and children and the hard work of your separations, Matthew and I offer our own experience.  In the book entitled Father and Son.
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