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Reading 

Our reading today is in the form of excerpts from online versions of the popular advice columns 

Dear Abby: I am in my late 20s and recently became engaged to my boyfriend of more than a year. He is in his 

early 30s. His parents live on the other side of the country, and we see them only twice a year. We plan on visiting 

them for the holidays, and some friends of theirs will be throwing us a bridal shower. I was married before. I was 18 

and it lasted three years. I was devastated when it ended. Am I obligated to tell them about my previous marriage? 

My fiance knows, of course. 

Dear Abby: What do you say to your only son who can't even call to tell you he is getting married? He posted it on 

Facebook, and I was notified via a text from my sister. Our relationship isn't the issue. He just doesn't seem to be 

able to use his phone for talking. Your thoughts? 

Dear Abby: My mother-in-law is a good person, but she never wants to be around us or our children. She lives only 

30 minutes away, has only one child (my husband) and has been widowed for more than five years. She has never 

called our house, didn't visit when the kids were born and usually mails gift cards at birthdays and Christmas. 

Dear Carolyn: (columnist in Washington Post)  I’m pretty annoyed and appalled at my brother,“Ted,” and his wife, 

“Lisa,” regarding Christmas and I’m wondering how to approach them. On our side of the family there are four 

siblings (including Ted) and five nieces and nephews. Three years ago we decided that the Christmas gift exchange 

had gotten to be too much so we agreed that gifts among the siblings and grandparents would only be given to 

the children. Last week, Ted informed me that he and Lisa are bowing out of the afternoon gift exchange because, as 

the only childless couple, they’re “not really a part of it.” …. 

 

 

Our Many Unique Families 

Even on my busiest days, I usually manage to read the advice columns in the paper. A bit guilty 

pleasure and a bit reality check. Could these situations be real?   

As questions roll in on romantic dramas, heartfelt dilemmas, and family dynamics I’m relieved 

when the columnist offers a wise perspective as she (most are women) steps to the balcony and 

insightfully observe the multiple angles of the situation. I cheer when the advice giver names the 

confusion and pain of the writer, and then cuts to the chase, maybe with, “Don’t fight your 

mother on the color of the flower arrangements – give her a break.” Other times I rant, when the 

advice giver’s response feels cavalier, cruel or dismissive. I want to scream, “Don’t you see how 

complex the mess is? You missed the whole point.”   

I’m drawn to the rawness of the stories. I often identify with the stuck-ness of the writer. Other 

times, I jump into the shoes of the family members, ready to defend them. Truth be told, I’m 

ready for a good debate.   
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Some of you here aren’t old enough to recall The Donna Reed show. Some are. It was a TV 

sitcom in the 1950s and 1960, in the era of Father Knows Best and Leave it to Beaver. The dad 

was the solid provider, Dr. Alex Stone. Donna Reed was the mom in charge of the home - the 

meticulously cared for the home. She’d serve dinner wearing a dress and heals each evening. 

Two children, a boy and girl, whose struggles were solvable in, say, 23 minutes, and whose 

problems didn’t seem to recur in the next episodes.  

The couple lived in a single family home in Hilldale, a place never placed on a map.  

While TV images have changed some over the years - from All in the Family and Mary Tyler 

Moore, to Everyone Loves Raymond, and currently to Modern Family, Parenthood and The 

Middle, TV’s pretend Donna Reed living in Hilldale still sets a bar. I sense the other shows are 

funny in part they are deviations from the Donna Reed norm.   

But even then, families didn’t fit the Donna Reed mold. A family with two straight, white 

biological parents, who fall in love, have compliant children, and linearly walk through life 

stages with problems, solvable through a bit of common sense and clearly stated virtues, just 

isn’t reality. That scene wasn’t true in the 1950s and 1960s and isn’t now.  

In September, I shared a sermon on my experience at the 50
th

 anniversary of the March on 

Washington, and in a recent newsletter column my recollections of the death of JFK. The 

experiences of families in 1963 were many – many economic experiences and from diverse 

ethnic, racial and religious traditions. Mom’s worked then - just maybe not mom’s in Donna 

Reed’s neighborhood.  

Donna Reed was entertainment to be sure. And yet, the depiction of tidy Donna Reed, set out a 

bar I expected my family – and other family’s to meet. I think we still the show as an image of 

some “normal.” Maybe not in our heads, but in our hearts.     

Growing up in some ways, my family matched TV. Other parts didn’t square up.  

When I brought presents at Christmas, I’d buy for my five grandparents - Mada, Pop Pop, 

Musher, Grampy and Don. (We didn’t have traditional names for some!) In time, I understood 

my mom’s parents were divorced. Her mother was married to Don. Her father lived with Peggy 

and Lenny – a niece and his brother-in-law. Seven presents to buy or make, and mail – normal to 

me.      

My shock came as I compared notes with new elementary school friends. They didn’t have a 

Don, Peggy or Lenny? What was that about? And I learned my friends were Catholic and 

Presbyterian? What was that all about? This was around the time I found out a friend’s family 

put milk in tomato soup – the start of my shaking up of what was normal.  

Divorce was an early reality for me. Part of my “normal” I guess – like being white (like 

everyone on TV), living on a busy street, and tomato soup made - as it should be - with water.      



3 
 

I try to keep my strong dislikes to a minimum, but I dislike virtually all uses of the word 

‘normal.’ The dictionary defines normal as, “according with, constituting, or not deviating from 

a norm, rule, or principle … conforming to a type, standard, or regular pattern … usual or 

ordinary, and not strange.”  Normal comes to my ears with a sense of right and wrong. A sense 

of better or worse. Little space in “normal” for unfolding other than what is narrowly defined.     

‘Normal’ seems especially unhelpful when we consider our families and those closest to us. Was 

having an extra Don, Peggy and Lenny abnormal?      

Kate Braestrup, a Unitarian Universalist minister from Maine, recently published a memoir, 

Marriage and Other Acts of Charity. (Her first memoir, Here if you Need Me, described her 

work as chaplain working with the game wardens in Maine.)  

About her mother, Rev. Braestrup shares,    

“…My siblings and I would bring home objets d’art produced … under the tender 

tutelage of teachers who assumed we had the sort of mother who wanted sweet hand-

framed hand-prints, or paper flowers, or maybe an apron edged in rick-rack. … My 

mother was not that sort of mother. My mother is a small woman … very smart, and 

rather eccentric. Right now … my mother lives in a farmhouse in Maryland with seven 

dogs, innumerable cats, a couple of orphaned deer, and more than two hundred exotic 

birds. Finches, parakeets, cockattos, canaries. … rooms that used to be bedrooms and 

living areas are now completely taken over by birds in cages and birds on stands. This is 

the sort of mother that friends find fascinating, but isn’t the proper sort of mother.” 

Rev. Braestrup continues that shortly after her husband’s death (he was a state trooper who died 

in a highway accident), she called her mother “afraid and confused.” Her mother’s reaction, “I’ll 

be right there.” She tells how her mother arrived at the airport, dressed in a vest covered in bird 

poop. She shares of the tension and frustration of that moment, and a lightening of the moment 

as the realities of the visit began.   

What is a proper sort of mother or father?   

Where are the frustrations in this airport moment? Where is the love in this moment? Where is 

the energy spent on aligning should-be images with what is?    

For some, Holidays are a time of hope – of hope for harmony, of hope for joy, for …ok, I own it, 

a hope for order and undisturbed tradition. Some of us yearn for both spontaneity and 

predictability – and we want them at once. A mom showing up at the airport, right away, in 

proper fashion. No pressure.    

Families are sources of love, belonging, and safety, at times, but also come with edges, 

challenges, limitations and gaps. Some big edges, and often a sense of much at stake.  
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Rabbi Aryeh Ben David, author of Around the Shabbat Table, A Guide to Meaningful Shabbat 

Conversations, of his family writes, 

“Living in Israel, ten thousand miles away from my parents, we always looked forward to 

their yearly visit. Whenever they visited my family, we always got along wonderfully. 

That is, until Shabbat. (Shabbat is the Jewish Sabbath, that includes a meal.)  

Long ago, my great-grandparents had decided to stop observing Shabbat, and my 

grandparents and parents had followed in their footsteps. We had grown up with little 

awareness of or interest in Jewish rituals. After college, I became more interested 

Judaism and gradually began to learn Hebrew and practice a more observant lifestyle. … 

Though my parents were always proud of being Jews, my choices were alien to them. 

They felt that I had rejected the way they had raised me, and could not understand why 

what had been acceptable for three generations had to be changed. Endless talks had not 

been able to change these feelings that the unity of our family had been shattered. We 

were often able to camouflage these feelings of loss during the week. But then Shabbat 

inevitably arrived. … Starting with the Thursday night cooking, … the tension in the air 

would become more palpable with every pressing moment.  By the time we sat down to 

eat, we could hardly look into one another’s faces.”  

Preparing for Shabbat hit emotional triggers for Rabbi David and his parents. There is a sentence 

that grabbed me, “We were often able to camouflage these feelings of loss during the week.”  

The author went on to explain that part of the Shabbat meal includes parents blessing their 

children. Rabbi David shares, “One Shabbat,…an uncontrollable force came over me. …I rose 

from my chair and took several steps to where my father was sitting. For a moment I just stood 

next to him, in a daze… He looked at me and asked what I was doing.  I looked at him and said, 

"Dad, give me a brakhah, a blessing."  Bewildered, he said, "I don't know any Hebrew."   "So say 

whatever you want to."  

   

He paused, then placed both hands on my head, paused for another moment, and then whispered, 

"I love you, son."  

A story of ritual with evolving meaning.   

But the years of tension leading to this moment were real. Sometimes, we can notice the tension 

with some detachment. Going to the balcony to observe, without assessing. Not easy. 

Holidays are reminders, of physical distance between family members. Parents and children 

apart. Grandparents and grandchildren apart. We’re reminded we’re out of touch with some – by 

choice, by need, and in sadness. We’re reminded that families that have shifted and changed. 

New family members need to be let in – their needs embraced.  
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At the Holidays we’re more aware of what is out of our control, and may find the Serenity Prayer 

guides our days… 

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, 

The courage to change the things I can, 

And wisdom to know the difference. 

 

In this season, we know of our losses. We hold especially gently those who are experiencing the 

holidays for the first time without a loved one.        

During the holidays, the joy is real, as are the tensions – tensions expressed in many ways, often 

over the little things.     

My husband Bill’s family is different than mine. His home, a small white bungalow in NH, was 

quieter than mine. His mom in her day would knit up half the yarn in the state of New Hampshire 

for the church fair – the proper sort. His family ate holiday dinner way earlier in the day than 

mine, and food was passed versus buffet style. Only in later years of dinners at his mom’s was a 

bottle of wine quietly brought in by his siblings – never at the table though. No big deals. 

I have been blessed by a wonderful relationship with my mother-in-law. In almost 30 years, the 

only cross words she ever spoke to me were after a Christmas dinner. She was itching to clean 

up, and I suggested, that we all ‘just’ relax and enjoy conversation and coffee. “Let’s do the 

dishes later,” I said.  (In my family’s home dishes done the next day, or day after, was fine.)  

I heard with an edge I’d never heard from her, “Because I want them done now.” It was about 

more than the dishes. I had judged her norm. Not only her norm, I had judged her mother, and 

generations back. I disrespected the customs of order, cleanliness, and efficiency that had so well 

served this loving family – which now served my family, too. A small home, where dishes were 

done immediately, and then later, Scrabble might come out. A home where leftovers were served 

in the early evening, before my family would have finished pre-dinner cheese and crackers.  

I’m grateful for that moment of conflict. It was a rare moment when my mother-in-law let it out, 

in her New England kind of way. I’m grateful for years of respect built before that day, as she 

likely observed our parenting styles, that differed from hers, and yet had said nothing; for the 

afternoon I’d helped her shop for a dress for her husband’s funeral; and for a grandmother who 

had taught my three children – my two sons and my daughter – to knit.  

There are many versions of family. Comparisons and evaluations of “what is normal” do happen 

– often not helpfully, but they happen. May we each be aware of the edges of our own “normal.” 

May we not too be hard on ourselves, and pause giving compassion to our own moments of 

judging and of being judged. A pause does help.   
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How might the Holidays stretch our hearts? How might our many unique families remind us to 

look in as well as out?  How might we make room for something new?     

I began with Dear Abby and advice columns. I read the questions submitted. I held back on 

reading the answers.   

May It Be So  


