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Family Values

While I'm hesitant to do so in a room full of ministers, I'd like to engage in a little
prophecy this afternoon. This will be prétty low-level prophecy, | warn you. But here it goes.
. The presidential .election of 1996 is now about 500 days away. And if this election is like
recent ones, it will likely be dominated by a single issue. In 1992, the dominant issue was "the
economy, stupid.” [n ‘1988, it'was prison furloughs. Remember that lofty debate? F‘our years
before that, the evil empire. :

This afternoon, [ want to make a prediction. The presidential election of 1996 will be

~ dominated by the following issue: family values. Family values. “Say the words -- and you can’

learn a lot by watching how people respond. Some smile. Some shudder. Some smirk.

Because “family values” is one of those alarm -clock phrases. [t rattles people to amention
whether we like it or not. :

The next election, I predict, will be a titanic struggle to define that term. And this will
be no theoretical discussion. Ministers more than anyone know the power of language. You
understand thc way words can crush the spirit or lift the soul, stall a dream or move a
mountain,

So when thesc contenders for high otlice talk about . family values, what are they realiy
“saying? The answer depends partly on our vision of families themselves. There are some who
would have us believe that there are two types of families in America -- the saintly and the
sinful. One kind of family .works hard and plays by the rules. The other kmd runs wild and
lives off the dole.

- But here are the facts: Almost all families work, and they are working harder than ever.
Mothers with small children are working. Fathers are working, often at two jobs. As you know
‘very well, most African-American families are working. Most Hispanic families are working.
Most poor families work: most immigrant famiHes work; most families on food stamps work.
And the millions of people without jobs today. desperately want 1o work. W



These working families may not grab the headlines, but they are the unspoken heroes
of American life. They sit at the kitchen table at night, figuring out how to pay this month’s
bills. They pray their kids don't get sick, because the doctor bills are getting more expensive
each year. They worry about taking a walk after dinner, because the neighborhood’s no longer
safe. They come to church with their loved ones each Sunday seeking the higher meaning they .
don’t find at the office or the plant.

They're not on welfare - although some come perilously close. Some may even have
depended on it for a time, to tide them over a crisis. And they don’t need a capital gains tax
cut, because they don’t have much capital. They. are ordinary Americans, barely holding on,
as great waves of economic_change engulf them. And the strength of those millions of families
holding on is what ties this economy together. |

And they are having a‘tough time. It used to be that someone could walk directly. from
the high school graduation ceremony to the factory gate -- and then get a decent job that would
last a lifetime. There was discrimination, of course, lots of it. But as we took on the ugliest
and worst forms of racial bias and broadened our culture of opportunity, America became a
model for the rest of the world. In America, the reality came closer and closer to the dream
that anyone willing to work hard could make it. : :

Bul for the last 15 years, that proniise has been betrayed. Too many families have been
working harder, but getting nowhere. It is true that the income of the average household has
been increasing. But averages often obscure the imponant details. After all, Shaquille O’Neal
and | have an average height of six feet. The reality is that, for 1S years, the wages of most
Amencans-have been stuck or have fallen, and families have had a harder time holding on to
- a decent standard of living. More and more of them have lost their grip on the middle class,
or their hope for entering the middle class. They have joined the anxious class

The real condition of our country is this: For a decade and a half, the ﬁsing tide has
failed to lift all boats. [t has lifted the luxury yachts and cruisers ever higher. But the boats in
the middle are taking ‘on water. And the dinghies and rafts have been sinking.

We are becoming ever more separate, ever more unequal. We live in the most
economically stratified society in the industrialized world -- a nation that is surging toward still
greater inequality at an alarming pace. This division, this relentlessly widening gap -- I say to .
you, my friends -- is this country’s most virulent threat to family values.

Today in America, millions of men and women are struggling to stay afloat. And as
they struggle, they -become uneasy. Some become disillusioned, distrustful. Some, angry. And
as their disillusionment and anger crest, they béome ever more willing to heed the cries of
cynical opportunists who orchestrate the politics of rage. ‘ i



These sirens of cynicism otter simplistic explanationis for the decline of the American
Dream. They tell anxious Americans: It's the fault of immigrants, who are undercutting your
wages. Or it's the fault of atfirmative action programs, which are letting undeserving others
steal your jobs. Or it’s the fault of government bureaucrats, who are wasting your tax dollars.
Or it's the fault of welfare mothers, who are having kids instead of going to work.

, They sermonize about virtue and morahty as if the Almnghty Hlmself had chcral
. Expressed the Ten Commandments directly to their home. :

But if you listen closely 10 what these prophets of blame actually lﬁroposc you realize
that their solutions have nothing to do with real families or with real values. In fact, lhey want
to make it even harder for families to make it on their own.

~At the very moment our children need nourishment for their bodies and their minds so
they can become full and productive citizens of the future, these: prophets of blame want to cut.
school lunches and Head Start.

At the very moment working Americans are toiling longer hours for less money, they
want to cut the Earned Income Tax Credit, which’makes work pay.

© And at the very moment so many Amencans need new skills for better jObS they want
to makc it harder to get college loans and 30b training.

Their strategy is simple: Divide and conquer. Ignore the real problems, get anxious
people scared and-mad at each other -- and hope this fear puts enough points on the board to
win when the buzzer sounds. You could even call it class warfare. And you and 1 both kn0w
it’s worked before. :

And we’re sceing it again. Pete Wilson, the current Governor of California and former
mayor of this great city, rails against affirmative action. Why? Because it's easier to play upon
fear and tury than 1o rebuild the schools and the universities that were once the proudest
achievements of this golden state. :

Pat Buchanan warns that immigration and trade will pollute America’s purnty. Why?
Because it’s easier 1o talk about threats coming from outside America than to face the problems
" inside America.

- The latest entrant into the values debate is Senator Bob Dole. Now, I don’t want to be
misunderstood here: Senator. Dole is an honorablezman. And in his speech earlier this month
about vice and violence in Hollywood, he raiscd some important issues and made some, -
valuable arguments. Movies that celebrate slaughter are sickening. Rap lyrics that glorify the
degradation of our sisters and our mothers are repulsive and immoral.



The Scnator has done us a favor by discussing family values in the context of the
responsibility our corporations owe to the rest of society.

But if what Senator Dole is saying is true -- that companies are not merely
profit-making machines -- that corporations are citizens, in a sense, of our society, sharing the
benefits and the obligations of citizenship, he has opened up a far broader set of questions than
he may realize.

For example, if companies have responsibilities, don't they have a responsibility to
- provide decent wages 1o their employees? Corporate profits are setting record levels, the stock
market 1s surging. And yet most paychecks are going nowhere. :

"And if .compam'cs‘ have responsibilities, don’t thcy have a responsibility to hire
disadvantaged teenagers for the summer? Well over a million kids are looking for jobs right
now, as [ speak, and if this summer is like the last, only half will find them.

And what about the responsibility’ of companies to train their workers and upgrade their
skills, to fit them for new jobs as their old jobs disappear? All over America, loyal employees
who have put in 10, 20, 30 years, are getting pink slips from companies that are doing well.

We have a moral rcsponsibility to ask these questions. We must not be sileht

We must explain what famxly values really mean, and not be cowed by the crowd that
thinks it has a copyright on Lhcse prccxous words. : :

In his 1963 Letter from Birmingham Jail, Dr. King wrote, "We will have to repent in
this generation not merely for the hateful words and actions of the bad people but for the
appalling silence of the good people.” We must not be silent. :

President Clinton wants to raise the minimum wage, because $4. 25 is not a hvmg wage
-- especially for the three out of five minimum wage workers who are women, or the almost
40 percent who are their family's sole breadwinner. But some of those who claim the banner
of family values disagree. They do want a minimum wage -- as minimum as posmblc We
must not be silent.

This administration wants to close the income gap between the rich 'and the poor -- to
grow the middle class and. shrink the underclass -- not by redxstnbutmg wealth, but by
providing Opportumty to all people. But they disagree. They choose to ignore the gap -- or to
say that we can’t afford to narrow it -- and then thcy propose a truckload of tax breaks for the
wealthy. We must not be silent.

"

We hear the pleas of working tamilies for safe, affordable child care, and argue urgently
for new solutions. But they disagree. They propose welfare reform that makes getting child
care even tougher, and forces working women to choose between doing the work they must



do, and doing right by the childreén they love. We must not be silent.

We want to expand opportunities for all Americans to get education and job skills. But
they disagree. They want to cut funds for education and job training by 30 percent -- and deny
thosc who want to have a shot at the American Dream. We must not be silent.

How dare they wave the banner of "family values" when so much of what they propose
to do devalues families? How dare they pretend to support families when they kick away the
very props that families need? How dare they take the low road of division and denial, and

-then claim that this route somehow leads them to the moral high ground? 4

Let’s have a great debate about family valués. But let’s have it on our terms.

Many of you are veterans of the heroic struggle for civil rights in this country. Many
of you put your bodies on the line to give meaning to the simple phrase that closes our Pledge
of Allegiance: "one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all." In every
era, there are cowards and bullies who try to advance their pathetic causes by using the blunt
club of rage rather than sharp scalpel of reason.

Indeed, this day -- June 21st -- marks one- of those Lragxc anniversaries. [t was on this
day in 1964 that James Chaney, Michael Schwemer, and Andrew Goodman disappeared in
Philadelphia, Mississippi, where these three young men had traveled to register voters. A
month and a half later, their bodies were found buned in an earthen dam -- murdered by a
cowardly group of racists. :

Cowards need someone to pick on. | know that from personal experience. When | was
a boy, | was smaller than the rest of the kids -- and many times [ was teased and taunted. .

, I remember summers in a small town in upstate New York, and I remember a boy who
was a few years older than me, a boy named Mickey, who protected me from bullying and
gave me some very prccmus advice. He told me that the bullies could not really hurt me if [
was stronger inside than they were inside. He told me that brutish anger is no match for calm
determination. And although he perished a decade later, his determination did. in the end,
tiumph. His full name was Michael Schwemner.

The bullies who swagger through' America today are more like the bullies Mickey faced
down than the bullies who killed him. They make our national life uglier and crueler, rather
than murderous. Their weapons are words, which they sharpen with mean-spirited sentiments.

"Family values." How sad, really, that these words aren't used today to comfort or to
heal, to praise or to unite. They are more often being used to attack and to divide. But we must
work to win back every syllable, every letter, of those two words. And we must do so nots
because we seck advantage for some party or victory for some candidate, but because we seek '
opportunity and hope for all Americans. :



Any civilization, but especially our precious American democracy, springs from the
marriage between personal responsibility and the responsibility of society. You in this room
are the special stewards of that first value. In your work as ministers you guide minds and
strengthen souls to bear that noble burden of personal responsibility.

Every time you counsel a young man to finish school, every time you urge a young
woman 10 bear children only when she’s ready to be the best mother she can be, every time
you steer a member of your church away from drink or drugs, every time you help a father or
mother to do the right thing by his or her children, you are giving life and force to personal
responsibility. A civilized society cannot exist without the kind of work that you do.

But neither you nor the people you preach lo can do it alone. Personal responsibility
is only one ingredient in the recipe. Companies must exercise responsibility. The nation must
exercisc responsibility.

We honor family values every time we create a job. We honor family values every
time children have a safe place to grow when their parents are at work. We honor family
~ values every time we secure a working family’s pension. We honor family values every time
we teach a child to learn. We honor family values every time we move a young mother from
weltare to work, or help a worker get better skills, or help someone who has lost a job to find
a ncw onc.

After all, who is the tamily”? Whom do we value? Family values encompass more than
parents and children. They extend beyond uncles and aunts and cousins. They apply to our
triends and our neighbors; to our workmates in the office or the factory; to our seatmates on
the bus; the faces' we pass and never speak to, the voices on the phone we never meet. Even
the voices that say hurtful things, the voices with which we can never agree: Because even
when we differ, even when the debate is harsh, our very conversatmn affirms our common
bond,

We are all family. We all have value.

When we can say these words as fact, not hope, when they simply summarize the truth
~ ol our lives together, then we will know that America’s reality has finally grown grand enough
to fit America’s dream.

loday, we can all dedicate ourselves to working as hard as we can 1o bnng mat day a
little closer.

-
—

‘Thank you tor all you have already done. Thank you for makmg our family stronger
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