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Praise for He Talk Like A White Boy


“Joseph Phillips has engaged us through his performance in the arts. Now he provokes us to deep thought through this book. A powerful contribution as we address questions of race in the 21st Century.”


—Star Parker  
Author and commentator


 




“He Talk Like a White Boy is the latest entry in an emerging literature of dissent from black writers who have grown tired of seeing themselves through the prism of an exhausted civil rights ideology. This book is part of a historical correction, but what makes it a good read is the story—an American story—of Joseph C. Phillips. Here is a life that meets the great challenge for blacks today: not to go out and win freedom, but simply to accept the freedom that is already here. Here is a man in full protest against a black identity that has become afraid of freedom. And, in the end, he talks only like himself.”


—Shelby Steele  
Senior Fellow, Hoover Institute and award-winning author of  
The Content of Our Character


 



“Joseph C. Phillips has a different take on many issues. Whether you agree with him or not, his writing will always make you think. And that’s what good writers are supposed to do.”


—George E. Curry  
Syndicated Columnist


 



“This book makes the case—through study, reflection, experience, and personal observation—that success results from hard work, deferring gratification, and refusing to play the roll of ‘victicrat.’”


—Larry Elder  
Syndicated Radio talk show host and New York Times best-selling author of  
The Ten Things You Can’t Say in America


 



“If you haven’t heard of Joseph Phillips yet, you soon will. He’s a young writer who appreciates the solid values of family, faith, community, and self-reliance that provide the most effective engines for long-term success. In an era of excessively partisan commentators, Joseph cares less about what’s right or left than what works! Welcome to the pantheon of punditry, Joe.”


—Clarence Page  
Syndicated columnist for the Chicago Tribune

 



“There is much talk about ‘values’ in America, but Joseph Phillips puts meat on the bones with candor and remarkable personal insight. Every parent and teacher should make this book required reading if we want to develop better citizens and better families.”


—Ward Connerly  
Member of the University of California Board of Regents  
and President of the American Civil Rights Institute


 



“If you think you know Joseph Phillips, think again. In He Talk Like a White Boy, he offers insights that are funny, moving, and unyielding and just may force you to rethink some of your own views. He is a strong, unique voice that should be heard among those that seek to move black America forward and lift us higher.”


—Roy S. Johnson  
Assistant Managing Editor, Sports Illustrated

 



“Joseph C. Phillips is a heroic voice in the large, but largely muted, American black middle class. He is a husband, a father, a professional success, and an exceptionally insightful writer. Since ‘victim’ is not in his vocabulary, he is also quite dangerous.”


—Andrew Breitbart  
Co-author of Hollywood, Interrupted: Insanity Chic in Babylon; 
The Case Against Celebrity and longtime contributor to the Drudge Report

 



“The ongoing cultural dialogue is in desperate need of a plurality of voices. With He Talk Like a White Boy, Joseph C. Phillips marches in fearlessly and quickly establishes himself as an independent and welcome presence. There’s a new sheriff in town!”


—Joseph Farah  
Editor and CEO of WorldNetDaily


 



“Mr. Phillips is a wonderful actor and proves himself as a writer with He Talk Like a White Boy. He writes with intensity, humor, and compassion about the state of black America, patriotism, and most importantly, marriage and family. One doesn’t have to agree with his politics to make this book worth reading.”


—Cheryl R. Cooper  
Executive Director, National Council of Negro Women, Inc.


 



“After one read, you know that this body of work is truly a passion play for Joseph C. Phillips. Like the great blues singer who pours his heart into every lyric, He Talk Like a White Boy is the soundtrack of his life.”


—Leonard Richardson  
Vice President, Music, The WB Television Network


 



“Joseph Phillips is a true renaissance man. We all know of his skills as an actor, but few of us knew of his tremendous writing ability. From page one, I was completely engaged with his essays. Joseph Phillips’ ability to seamlessly transfer his most heartfelt emotions to paper is remarkable. I recommend this book to all of us trying to understand the many and varied relationships of our lives. Not only will you recognize yourself within these pages, but you will learn so much in the process.”


—Hope Sullivan, Esq.  
President of The Sullivan Foundation


 



“Yes, Joseph C. Phillips is a conservative, but He Talk Like a White Boy is ultimately an uplifting story about the potency of dreams. Phillips begins with a tragic tale of loss and survival and ends with an affirmation of the power of dreamers to transform society.”


—Binyamin L. Jolkovsky  
Editor in Chief, JewishWorldReview.com


 



“Don’t buy this book. Don’t borrow it from somebody else. And for heaven’s sake don’t read it! Unless, of course, you enjoy having all of your precious notions about life altered for the better. Now that I’ve read He Talk Like a White Boy, I’m having a very tough time getting all these new ideas out of my head. SAVE YOURSELF!”


—Robb Armstrong  
Nationally Syndicated Cartoonist and creator of the comic strip, “JumpStart”


 




“He Talk Like a White Boy is an enthralling piece of work! In many ways, Joseph C. Phillips challenges his readers to consider thinking original thoughts with honesty. This book is definitely a page-turner!”


—Tony Magee, MS, MBA  
Author of Can’t Shove a Great Life into a Small Dream: 
12 Life-Essentials to Grow Your Dreams to Match the Life You Want

 



“Phillips provides an insightful and poignant analysis of the socio-political issues affecting African American men. His wide-ranging commentary vividly tackles the principles of raising young children amidst the myriad of societal influences, maintaining a successful relationship, and the importance of family generally. His perspectives expressed throughout the book are simultaneously refreshing, thought provoking and inspirational. America has a new voice in the social commentary arena and his name is Joseph C. Phillips!”


—Alvin Williams  
President and CEO of Black America’s Political Action Committee
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For my family:

 




My beautiful Monkey,  
Stinky Molloy,  
Crusty Flannigan,  
&  
Lumpy Sandoval


 




All that I have.  
All that I am.
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FOREWORD

I often think that the C. in Joseph C. Phillips’ name stands for courage. It takes a lot of courage these days to be black and Republican-especially in Hollywood. It takes a lot of courage to write and say things that aren’t politically correct, or to challenge black leaders and the beliefs held by many black folk in this country. It takes a lot of courage to share the personal pain and joy of marriage and fatherhood. It takes a lot of courage to simply broach the subject of race or racism, even among people who look like you. And perhaps most of all, given our differences on so many issues, I would have to say it takes a lot of courage to ask ME to write the foreword to this book.

I met Joseph years ago when he was starring on NBC’s The Cosby Show. I am still a die-hard Cosby show fan, and I’ve always been amused by his role as Denise Huxtable’s husband, Lt. Martin Kendell. It was funny to see how often his character illustrated the contractions and stereotypes that exist in the black community regarding patriotism, gender roles, and family values. It wasn’t until he became a regular commentator on my National Public Radio show that I came to understand and appreciate that he actually champions many of these same issues in real life.

Joseph’s thoughts on politics reinforce the fact that being African American and a conservative Republican are not mutually exclusive. Whether he’s talking about R & B or reparations, his regular commentaries, many of which are contained in this book, offer a fresh, unflinching approach to the tough questions and answers regarding love, leadership, responsibility, and authority often debated in Black America and beyond. Political ideology aside, Joseph eloquently expresses the idea that in an era of corporate scandals and general moral decline, basic principles matter. I couldn’t agree more.

Joseph’s writing is perhaps most passionate when it comes to the issue of fatherhood. The father is often perceived as someone absent from the African American family, but this book shows another side to that image—one depicting a black man as a supportive and nurturing parent. Using his own childhood as an example, Joseph explores the relationship between fathers and sons in all its diversity and complexity. And he doesn’t just “talk the talk.” I’ve seen him in action with Connor, Ellis, and Samuel—his three beautiful boys. Whether it’s his stoic approach to discipline or his longing to upstage his wife in managing the household, his experiences will either make you laugh out loud or shake your head in disbelief.


He Talk Like A White Boy is a poignant portrait of Joseph’s life as an actor, activist, writer, husband, and father. This book provides considerable insight into American culture and delivers valuable messages to everyone-black, white, young, old, Republican, Democrat-about character, relationships, family, and the daily struggle each of us face to make a difference.

Whether the essays in He Talk Like A White Boy make you feel at home or heated, you will find them provocative, inspiring, and at times even entertaining. I don’t share Joseph’s love affair with cowboys, but I do share his appreciation for what it means to be a hero-someone who strives to lead by example.

—Tavis Smiley







INTRODUCTION

Three years later and I am still talking like a white boy. Or so I am told. Quite a bit has happened since the original publication of my book: Hurricane Katrina, man-made global warming, and at the time of this writing, Barack Obama, a black man has made history by becoming the Democratic Party’s nominee for the presidency of the United States. I have also had the opportunity to travel the country speaking to Americans of all ethnicities and from all walks of life.


Yet as the saying goes: “The more things change the more they stay the same.” Though my children are three years older, they still get on my nerves, even as my wife and I celebrated our fourteenth wedding anniversary I am still trying to figure marriage out, still struggling with faith, and still trying to wrap my head around the complex and often antithetical relationship between conservative thought and race consciousness. But this paperback edition of He Talk Like a White Boy is more than a reissuing of the same message in the same essays. There are differences in the paperback form of this book that should be noted. Namely, I have included a handful of new essays and an afterword wherein I discuss some of the issues that arose subsequent to the publication of the hardcover version of  White Boy, and my thoughts on the issues of faith, politics, and authenticity. If you are a new reader: welcome. If you are returning: welcome back.


 



 



Writing helped me do a couple of things. First, it motivated me to finally clean my office. I had papers everywhere-books, CDs, computer discs, and junk stacked a foot high on my desk. I found it difficult to think with all that clutter. I sifted through the mess and gave myself a clear space in which to work.

Second, it helped me clear the clutter from my mind. For years these stories and thoughts have been piling up inside me and, quite frankly, my wife told me she was tired of hearing them. “Why don’t you write some of that stuff down?” she asked. I began putting pen to paper. Before I knew it, I had a weekly column that was appearing in newspapers across the country and one of the best roles of my life: a regular political and cultural commentator on “The Tavis Smiley Show” (and later on “News and Notes with Ed Gordon”) on National Public Radio.

As I wrote, a pattern began to emerge. I realized there were a handful of themes I continued to revisit again and again. The essays that follow are drawn from my weekly column and commentary. Some have been rewritten and some are new, but all of them reflect those recurring themes: my love for America, my belief that the values that make the black community strong also make America strong, and my life as a husband and father who is also black in America.

I have grown tired of hearing people badmouth America. I love my country and claim it as my own because I believe America is good. And to those who would question my allegiance to a nation that once enslaved folk who looked like me, I answer that I proclaim my Americanness precisely because my people are in the soil. Our roots extend deeply into the mud of Mississippi, the dust of Texas and Arizona, the red clay of Colorado, the black earth of Virginia and North Carolina, and the sand of New England. This nation is mine! I claim it boldly and without hesitation, and I dare anyone to try and deny me my full inheritance.

I originally called this book Cowboys and Colored People from an old joke told by the late great comedian Flip Wilson. Wilson tells the story of an encounter he had with an Indian named Henry. While at a party, Wilson pulls Henry aside and advises him that it’s time the Indians got their act together. Wilson points out all of the progress black people have made over the years, noting the prominence of African Americans in sports and entertainment and their emerging political clout. Wilson even suggests to Henry that black people would be willing to change the name of the NAACP to the “National Association for the Advancement of Colored People Immediately and the Indians on a Gradual Basis.” After a time, Henry is fed up and responds, “Yeah, you may be right, but I never heard of anyone playing ‘Cowboys and Colored People.’” (I admit my retelling does not do the joke justice. A joke fails to remain funny after some knucklehead has explained and analyzed it to death. I urge you to either hunt down the original album recording on Atlantic Records or check it out of your local library.)

It’s a tribute to Flip, a master of his craft who, in 1967, was so deftly and humorously able to point out that, in spite of the great social and economic strides made by black people, we had yet to weave ourselves into the fabric of Americana. We had not received our full inheritance. We had Ralph Bunche, Willie Mays, and Sidney Poitier in the mid- to late sixties, but we remained stepchildren in America.

Needless to say, the publishers didn’t like my title. In fact, they hated it. But the soul of that idea is still a part of what this book is about. The forward progress of this nation and of black people in asserting their citizenship cannot be turned aside. We are stepchildren no more, even if at times we seem unwilling to accept that reality. The doors of opportunity are flying open at an obscene pace. No, we are not quite at the mountaintop but we are within view. To paraphrase John McWhorter in his book Authentically Black, life is not perfect but certainly we can make our way up the last few steps to the mountaintop by pulling in our stomachs and forging ahead.

Of course black folk are not supposed to say that, at least not in public.

The day after my high school graduation I was at my friend Jerald’s house. His older sister was commenting on the previous day’s ceremony and complimented me  on my commencement address. “You gave a good speech,” she said. “You sounded really smart,” to which she added, “You sounded white.” I looked at her cross-eyed and asked, “Did you hear what you just said?”

Of course this was not the first time I had heard this, nor would it be my last. The charge of sounding white had haunted me all through school and would haunt me well into my professional acting career. “Joseph, do it again and this time try to sound more black.” I have been black all my life. How can I be more black? I told this story to the publisher and wham! There was the title of the book. As I shared it with friends and family, it seemed to resonate. A great many people, it seems, shared my experience and agreed that to assert a belief in black self-sufficiency is not a betrayal of the race. Here is another important theme of this book. The essays between these covers explore the attributes that I believe to be the core strength of the black community, namely: faith, character, idealism, and family values. Oddly enough, these attributes also represent the core strength of America.

Writing about America’s strength, French philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville said: “I sought for the greatness and genius of America in her commodious harbors and her ample rivers, and it was not there; in her fertile fields and boundless prairies, and it was not there; in her rich mines and her vast world commerce, and it was not there. Not until I went to the churches of America and heard her pulpits aflame with righteousness did I understand the secret of her genius and power. America is great because America is good. And if America ever ceases to be good, America will cease to be great.”

The apostle James said: “I will show you my faith by my works.”

The goodness of America begins with faith and so too the goodness of men. Faith is the beginning because faith inspires behavior, which is character manifest. In other words, faith is the bedrock on which notions of charity, justice, and morality are built. The conviction that character counts-that principles and values are important-is the definition of idealism. And in no place is our idealism, the modeling of character, more important than in our families. The family is really the incubator of the next generation of citizens and citizen leaders. Family values really mean the disciplining of our children in standards of behavior in order that they grow to be adults who humble themselves before God and infuse their lives with a greater sense of purpose. It is my heartfelt belief that children raised in faith grow to be men and women with a true sense of morality and justice. Children raised in faith grow to be leaders of men, instruments of change and healing; because of their faith, character, and idealism, they grow to be lovers of and guardians of liberty. Moving away from these values weakens our families, which weakens our communities, thereby weakening our nation.

Finally, this book is about me. Like most of us good folk here in Hollywood, I love to talk about myself. However, on these pages I am not merely shamelessly self-promoting; I am telling my story. Years ago, when the John Singleton film Boyz N the Hood opened to critical acclaim, I remember hearing Singleton say during an interview, “Finally the truth of what it is like growing up black in America is being told.” I thought, whose truth? That may be your truth but it is certainly not my truth. In my ‘hood the nights were filled not with the sound of helicopters hovering overhead but the sound of water sprinklers and crickets, and snow falling during the winter. Not only was my ‘hood integrated, we somehow managed to get through the day without gang fights and drive-by shootings. Sure there were fights and drinking and dope. I imagine Denver during the seventies was like most other metropolitan cities with its share of drugs, sex, and rock ‘n’ roll, as they say. But there was also hope. We talked about doing great things with our lives—starting families, going to college, and changing the world. Our dreams were not constrained by race or hindered by pessimism. The realities of the world were not lost on us. We were just a generation that believed all things were possible.

I’ve grown tired of the one-dimensional portrayal of black life in our cultural discourse—the pessimism, nihilism, and hedonism. I have grown frustrated by the limits imposed on black individuality by white liberals and I have grown impatient with the limits that are just as often imposed by the black community. It seems an obvious notion then that if you don’t tell your own story, someone else will tell it for you and you may not be happy with what they have to say.

Quiet as it’s kept, black people like me exist and I grow more convinced every day that more and more black people share my thoughts on a great many subjects. They share my belief in the dynamism and vitality of the black community and my belief that this is a great nation not because of the good things we have, but because of the good things we believe. They feel betrayed by the progressive leadership that has led us away from the principles of faith, character, and idealism and they are waking up to the need to rededicate ourselves to the traditional values on which this nation was founded. The old paradigm is shifting and a new black thinking is emerging that will carry us well into the twenty-first century and finally the last few steps up to the mountaintop.

Although I like to make speeches, I am not a politician. Nor am I an academic. I am a husband and father of three boys, a man who loves to cook and watch western movies. I am an actor who has had a whiff of celebrity and liked the way it smelled, and I am a black man whose politics tend toward the conservative and who, much to my wife’s dismay, happens to have an opinion on just about everything.


Welcome to my world.  
—JCP







CHARACTER




Membership Card


Let me take you back-September 1974. A little Seals & Croft playing on the AM transistor radio, maybe some Three Dog Night. Denver, Colorado. This is where my story begins. Like so many autumn afternoons in Denver, the brightness of the sun belies the crisp chill in the air. Place Junior High school, eighth grade English class—not just regular English, mind you, but accelerated English class. My teacher was Miss Smith. Her class stands in my mind as a monument, a shrine to all that is cold and cruel about this world.

I don’t remember what the class discussion was about, but after an undoubtedly brilliant and insightful observation on my part, a black girl from across the room raised her hand and announced to the class, “He talk like a white boy!”

I don’t know what this had to do with the discussion or why she felt the need to share that little observation with the rest of the class. But one thing I do know is that in an accelerated English class, the teacher should have corrected her immediately.

“No, LaQueesha. Joseph speaks like a white boy! Class, repeat after me. ‘Joseph speaks like a white boy.’ Now, LaQueesha, you try.”

“Miss Smith, Joseph speaks like a white boy!”

“Very good.”

Bam! I was thrust into the spotlight. (And me not even knowin’ how to tap dance!)

What did LaQueesha mean? That I spoke clearly? Intelligently? That some timbre was missing from my voice? At twelve, should one have timbre? I didn’t know then and still don’t know now. But that moment was not only the beginning of junior high school, it was the beginning of my life.

The man I am today has its genesis in that moment. In that instant I became acutely aware that I was different. Until that moment, I never realized there was something wrong with the way I spoke, that answering questions in class was acting “white.”

I never knew how ugly, or hurtful, the words “Uncle Tom” were. In that moment, the tyranny of opinion-the notion that there are some people empowered to stand at the doors of a culture and determine who and who is not welcome-was made painfully clear to me. My definition of blackness-more accurately, my black self-was unimportant. That decision was left to the anointed, and no matter how idiotic, arcane, or nihilistic their definition, any deviation would be dealt with swiftly and decisively.

So there you have it. At the tender age of twelve, with no warning whatsoever, my membership credentials to the brotherhood were confiscated and ripped to shreds. The mere difference in how I spoke-the sound of my voice, my diction-clearly meant that I was trying to be something I wasn’t, that I was an infiltrator, and that difference, real or perceived, made me an outsider.

I have been writing a weekly column for more than three years. During that time, I have occasionally received mail from people who disagree with me. The letters are mostly polite, even if they sometimes strain for that politeness. Like other folks who decide to offer their opinions for public scrutiny, I have also received my share of correspondence that is not so polite. The comments range in anger from “you have no idea who you are” and “your thoughts are dangerous to black people” to being called “Stepin Fetchit,” a reference to the black film actor, Lincoln Perry, who was known for playing subservient shuffling servants to white masters in the 1920s, 30s, and 40s. I recently received an email from a group called Conscious Black Citizens for Negro Reform informing me that I had been nominated for the Sambo/Uncle Tom of the Year Award. According to the group’s email, their objective is to “out” politicians, entertainers, and other public figures who are betraying the race.

It would appear that things have not changed all that much since eighth grade. These charges are quite frequently leveled anonymously and rarely, if ever, do they address the substance of whatever I allegedly said that makes me a traitor. Like the little girl in my eighth grade English class, they are content to simply comment on my lack of adherence to their definition of blackness. In their minds, I no longer  speak like a white boy, I now think like a white boy.

The hazard with this type of collectivism is that the bar is always moving. An editor for one of the papers that publishes my column took offense at an essay I wrote in defense of a local proposition that would have outlawed California’s collection of racial data. In the article, I made an appeal to begin taking steps to move beyond the artificial construct of race. For this gatekeeper, my stance was anti-black and unworthy of publication (though she was outvoted by her editorial board and my piece was allowed to run as scheduled in spite of her objections).  What does it say when appeals for brotherhood, once a mantra of the Yippie generation, are now deemed traitorous? It is a fool’s game, one that honest men cannot win.

The criticism has also come from sources much closer to home. My older sister, Lisa, whom I love dearly, tells me, “I’m ashamed to tell people that my little brother is a Republican!” She doesn’t understand how my wife can bear to sleep with me. I have a younger sister who has alternately been a lesbian, a drug addict, in and out of mental hospitals, and on the run from debt collectors most of her adult life. But I have never heard Lisa say to her, “I am ashamed of you,” or “I don’t know how your husband sleeps with you.” (Somewhere between the lesbianism and the drug addiction, baby sister decided she had to get married. It’s all very complicated.) But me she is ashamed of.

Of course, I am a rather minor player in the cultural scheme of things and I suspect very few people have ever heard of the Conscious Black Citizens for Negro Reform, nor are they likely to. I am also fairly certain that if push came to shove, my older sister would prefer me to be a Republican than a drug addict. At any rate, this is a microcosm of what happens in larger society.

Witness the treatment of Ward Connerly, the University of California regent who authored and pushed through Proposition 209, the initiative that outlawed affirmative action in California. For daring to question the morality of affirmative action quotas and insisting that black children are capable of competing with white children, Connerly was called everything but a child of God. During a debate with then California State Senator Dianne Watson (now congresswoman), the senator accused Connerly of being ashamed of his heritage, proof of which could be found in his marriage to a white woman. I had a discussion with another editor about a piece in which I only mentioned Connerly’s name. The editor said that Connerly wakes up in the morning looking for ways to deny opportunities to black people. This editor added, “I hope he burns in hell.” Pretty strong stuff.

John McWhorter, a former linguistics professor at Berkeley and a black man, wrote a book entitled Losing the Race: Self Sabotage in Black America. The New York Times review of his book concluded he really hadn’t been exposed to African-American culture and was therefore not black enough to write about black people with authority. A fellow professor denounced him as a “rent-a-Negro.” Shelby Steele, who had the temerity to suggest that current black leadership had grown rich on the currency of race, is sneered at. Walter Williams and Thomas Sowell, the economists who, among other things, have argued that the black middle class did not spring from affirmative action or the welfare state, are routinely ignored by the mainstream press and were miraculously not included in a list of public  intellectuals compiled by “race expert” Michael Eric Dyson in his book Race Rules. During a debate sponsored by the Maryland chapter of the NAACP, Republican candidate for Lieutenant Governor, Mike Steele, was pelted with Oreo cookies, referencing the Cabinet choices made by George W. Bush. Liberal attorney and talk-show host Gloria Allred referred to Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice as “Uncle Tom types.” And need we even begin to address the black community’s complete ostracizing of Clarence Thomas, an associate Justice on the United States Supreme Court?

The black monthly magazine Ebony refuses to include Justice Thomas on their list of “100 Most Influential Black Americans.” One could easily make the argument that he is perhaps the most influential black person in America. The decisions he makes every day affect black Americans far more than the rather mundane edicts handed down by the heads of the black fraternities and sororities that are regularly included on the list. In an episode that displayed the utter absurdity of this thinking, an elementary school in Washington D.C. asked that Justice Thomas not appear at the school to speak to the children. Apparently a number of parents complained that he was not a proper role model. The schools had no such complaints, however, when they invited the crack-addicted, philandering former mayor of D.C., Marion Barry. Yep. Much better that the children should hear from a real black hero like Marion Barry than from a tyrant like Clarence Thomas—Uncle  Thomas, as he is routinely referred to by black “leaders” like Al Sharpton.

The substance of the ideas put forth by these men is rarely argued. Their characters however, are routinely attacked and maligned. They are threatened with death! They aren’t black. They are Toms, one and all! They are traitors to the race because they have chosen to think outside of the accepted black liberal dogma. They are—hide the women and children—CONSERVATIVES!

What remains unclear is who anointed these folks the right to stand at the door checking ideological credentials and confiscating the cultural membership cards of those who refuse to hoe rows on the liberal plantation? From whom do they get their authority? Quite simply, they have no authority except that which we grant to them.

In his book Fatheralong, John Edgar Wideman points out that race is part of  racism and racist. The very notion of race grew out of an effort to distinguish that which was not white. In playing race we play a game in which “the fix is in. . . . The inventor of race always holds the winning cards because he can choose when to play them and name their value.” This too is the source of the racial guardians’ power: Using the same tool used by those they call oppressors, these gatekeepers define those who view the world with different eyes as “less  than” and the accusation is evidence enough of its veracity. The attempt to  defend oneself from the scurrilous charge that one is a race traitor means that one is defensive and only confirms for them (and those that listen to them) that they are correct. They argue, “He wouldn’t be defensive unless he felt guilty for the subversive thoughts in his head.”

During a break between shooting segments of the syndicated talk program  America’s Black Forum, I was verbally attacked by liberal journalist Deborah Mathis. Interrupting a conversation I was having with another panelist, she spat out, “I just want to know one thing: Why are you conservatives so fucking defensive?”

Without missing a beat I responded, “Perhaps it is because people we barely know curse at us.”

“Well I don’t like you,” she shot back.

“Good. I guess that means you don’t have to speak to me, right?”

More ugliness ensued with her cursing like a sailor until I finally had to call the producers. Mind you, she never once took issue with any of the arguments I had made during the course of the program. Her attack was personal!

You see, as guardians, the anointed have the power to define what is traitorous and what is not and to put value on certain behavior when it serves them. Imagine if I had cursed at Deborah Mathis in front of a studio audience. My inappropriate behavior would have signaled the bankruptcy of my arguments. To the guardians however, Deborah’s inappropriate and unprofessional behavior is seen as a righteous defense of the race.

Better yet, imagine the debate between Ward Connerly and Dianne Watson over a matter of policy. Watson leaps outside the substance of the issue to attack Connerly’s racial pride. If Connerly responds in defense of his choice (indeed, freedom) to marry a white woman or any woman he pleases, he proves Watson correct. If he protests that he is in fact proud of his race, he proves Watson correct: why is he being defensive? No matter that renowned black figures like Frederick Douglas, Jack Johnson, Johnny Cochran, and, yes, even Deborah Mathis had interracial marriages. For the purposes of this debate on affirmative action policy, interracial marriage explains Connerly’s traitorous views. The crowd applauds its approval.

The threat of banishment or being “put on silence” cannot be underestimated. I think all people search for a sense of belonging and the menace of being on the outside is often much more frightening than being deemed “that which is not.”

This black and “not black enough” stuff is to me like that old vaudeville routine, “Slowly I turned.” Two actors are on stage. There is a thought or a word that just sets one of the actors off. The straight man, while trying to carry on a conversation, can’t help but say that word and every time he does, the other guy gets crazed and starts  a rant with: “Slowly I turned. Step by step inch by inch . . . . It makes me angry.” All the old tapes in my head begin to play. The email I received from the CBCNR took me back to those days in the eighth grade. Here I am, a 40-year-old man letting silliness like this get under my skin. It made me want to fight—not argue, but hand out a good old-fashioned butt-whooping like they do on the street corner! The irony is that I am fairly certain this cat would never approach me on the street in such a disrespectful manner. Chances are he would see me as a celebrity and smile, want to pose for a picture, shake my hand and ask what it was like to kiss Halle Berry in Strictly Business.

Unfortunately, black students who are harassed and teased if they do well in school or “talk white” do not have the benefit of semi-celebrity status. If they read books, if they get good grades, if they involve themselves in school activities like debate and Key Club or any organization outside of those deemed acceptable by the junior anointed, they are subjected to the threat of being cast aside and ignored. For every student who refuses to buckle under the tyranny of opinion, there are those who cannot withstand the harassment and fold under pressure. If anecdotal evidence means anything, I can testify to the reality of the pressure placed on youngsters to conform.

In my youth, I wanted so badly to fit in. I wanted to be a regular black kid like the other black kids. And I tried.

My best friend, who also lived in a white neighborhood, left private school and started eighth grade in a public school a few miles away from mine. Like me, after that first week, he felt like an outsider and wanted to fit in. So the first weekend after school, we tried. We spent the entire weekend calling each other niggers. You know, like “Nigga, please!” Or, “Nigga, whatchu talkin’ ‘bout.” Except our proper English kept getting in the way. So for us it was, “Nigger, please!” And “Nigger, what are you talking about?” All weekend it was “nigger this” and “nigger that.” By Sunday night I was exhausted! My head was spinning. I just couldn’t do it anymore. It felt unnatural, as if I was putting something on. It felt as if I were denying who I really was. My buddy, on the other hand, continued working on his dialect and I imagine it has been thirty years or more since he has hit the “r” in nigger.

Maybe I should have followed my buddy’s lead. I have often wondered if my life would be different today had I continued trying. The only thing I am certain of is that I would have had greater success with women. Let’s be honest. I am a healthy heterosexual male and more than anything else, talking like a white boy has hit me most often where it counts—my ability to get nookie! I discovered much to my chagrin that black women in particular suffer from something called the Not Black Enough Syndrome.

Black women like the jive talk. I wish I were joking but I am not making this up. It is an actual syndrome! Not only have I lived it, but it is also documented in the book Black Rage, written by two black psychiatrists, William H. Grier and Price M. Cobbs. Experts! Page 127! Check it out for yourselves. (I’ve got it memorized!) And I quote: “A group of black men was asked to describe their techniques of seduction. Without exception each said that at a crucial point he reverted to the patois.” But they went further. “Black women said they experienced an intensification of excitement when their lovers reverted to the ‘old language.’” I remember reading that and saying to myself, “Do you mean to tell me that the only thing standing between me and unlimited romance is patois?” I couldn’t help but get a little giddy at the prospects. Of course then it occurred to me—as was pointed out in the eighth grade—that I don’t have the patois!! I fell to my knees and pleaded with God, “WHY? WHY DON’T I HAVE THE PATOIS?”

The book goes on to say, “Finally, Shakespeare demonstrates in Henry V and  Othello that a man who is confident of his strength and powers may enter the arena of love disavowing verbal facility. That his passion, directness and virility convey an eloquence unattainable by ordinary men.” (Sure, if you have the patois, you don’t even have to ask; women just throw it at you!) “For the black man in the United States, the boudoir is a field of combat in which rightfully or not he is deemed by his society pre-eminent. His use of the patois, like Shakespeare’s hero’s, may dramatically highlight an already heroic presence.” No comment.

I will offer as proof the crush I had on Robin Givens. I dated Robin Givens years  before she was Robin Givens. I was really laying down my best stuff. I wore my good cologne and was so clever, telling my best little jokes, trying to sound sophisticated, discussing art and politics. I even got in good with her mother. But nothing! Don’t get me wrong, she was friendly enough, but I was getting nowhere. Of course, later she married Mike Tyson. Yes, Tyson had fame and fortune. However, later on, I met a couple of white guys who dated her—white guys who, as my grandfather would say, “didn’t have a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of” and who frankly just weren’t as cute as me. Then I heard her on a radio interview with Howard Stern talking about how she loves really thuggish black guys. She also said she liked corny white guys, but not corny black guys. (Yes, I took this just a bit personally.) What a gyp! I go to school, stay out of trouble, really try to make something of myself, but the street thug gets to make love to Robin Givens? What the hell is that about?

Well, I refuse to fake the funk for anyone, including Robin Givens! I feel quite comfortable with who I am and am urging all corny black guys to embrace the sentiment. In fact, we should form a group. We can call it the NAACCP—the  National Association for the Advancement of Corny Colored People. We’ll petition black women to give us equal access to the booty! Are you with me?

Fortunately, there was a happy ending. Years after rebounding from my Givens snub, I met and fell in love with a pretty young black woman with red hair and freckles who would eventually become my wife. Oddly enough, while we were dating I would speak to her on the phone and find myself thinking, “She talk like a white girl!” It was a match made in heaven.

I have been having an interesting discussion with a friend about gradations in culture, specifically that there are some traits unique to a people that define them and that the degree to which a member embodies those traits gives him more cultural caché. That is to say, it is possible some black people are blacker than others (and I suppose, conversely, some white folks are more white than others). My friend argues that these gradations have always been present; what changes is which traits we choose to emphasize at any given time.

I am curious how I might fare on my friend’s current blackness scale:



Black English—The sound and syntax, the turn of phrase, the inflection. As an actor I can do this, but it is not my normal way of speaking. In fact, hardly a week goes by without someone commenting on my “proper” speech. An actor I worked with years ago nicknamed me Professor Lombooza Lomboo. He swore that the professor was an actual character from his Trinidadian youth who one day waded too far out into the ocean. Instead of hollering, “Help! Help!” Story has it that he called out, “Excuse me, may I have some assistance please?” (“LaQueesha, repeat after me. . . .”)

 




Food—A taste for and appreciation of home cooking or soul food. Bonus points are given if one has a propensity to add hot sauce to just about everything. I get high marks on this one. Much to the surprise of those who have always seen me as near black, I grew up eating chitlins, pigs’ feet, greens, and cornbread. To this day, my wife cannot believe that I actually ate something called a pig-ear sandwich or tasted head cheese and liked it. I also have three or four different brands of hot sauce in my pantry.

 




Dancing—A sense that one’s style is an expression of whatever is in the soul. There is a kind of suave looseness on the dance floor that women find sexy in men. It makes them think that the guy will move like that in bed. A note to the ladies: he doesn’t! And you wouldn’t want him to. Not  with these new dances, anyway. One of y’all would need traction! I do get some credit in this area. I am a great chair dancer! So long as I am sitting down, I can rock my head and snap my fingers and look like I can really get down. It is only when I stand up that my feet and hips refuse to move in coordination.

 




Christianity—Not just growing up in the Christian church, but growing up immersed in a particular style of worship. Gospel music, black preachers, call and response, 3-hour worship services, and dinner prayers that can last as long as twenty minutes. I am a Christian. However, I was raised in the Episcopal Church—not AME, just regular Episcopal. We sang hymns, no one spoke back to the pastor, and like most protestant services we were in and out in an hour—less when my mother attended. She always left promptly after taking communion, shaving about five or six minutes from the service. Of course, so much of this is style over substance. Witness the many musical performers who record lyrics featuring misogyny, murder, and sex, who accept awards wearing barely any clothing and announce: “First and foremost, I would like to thank my Lord and savior Jesus Christ. . . .” I guess I split on this one.

 




Facial expressions—The ability to “read” people with a look or a purse of the lips. Black people are very expressive and black women especially. Women roll their necks when they get angry, roll their eyes when they are incredulous, and suck their teeth when they are annoyed. Black men too cut their eyes and are famous for the look that, in the words of Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five, says: “Don’t push me cause I’m close to the edge.” Alas, according to some less-than-kind reviews of my acting work, I have no facial expressions so I will pass on this one.

 




Walk—The way some black men walk with that cool, that confidence, that rhythm. I walk normally without the pimp in my step. I have found that walking with that little hitch takes too much time and throws my back out of whack.

 




Sense of style and high fashion—Dressing fancier than whites would on the same occasion and a love of bright colors and fanciful patterns. Anyone attending a Baptist church on Easter Sunday can attest to the truth in this. Black women love to parade their new Easter hats looking  as if they are preparing to take flight and blocking the view of everyone sitting behind them. I do like the sense of occasion that accompanies getting dressed up. It shows respect for the occasion. Though I am developing an affinity for more colorful garments and taking risks with style, I am not quite ready for purple suits or blue shoes. A simple tux or dark suit and a nice tie still does me quite nicely, thank you very much.

 




Music—This one requires a knowledge of or affinity for soul, R & B, or gospel music. I love 70’s R & B, but my collection of Gene Autry albums, alas, does not qualify.

 




Black names—A person with roots in the culture will be able to sniff out a black name. I must admit I do have a nose for that. I am not talking about the obvious names like “Tameeka” or “Shaundell”. I can often sniff out the more subtle names. I can not count the number of times I see a name on a document or hear that I am supposed to see Mrs. Frieda something or other, or a Mercedes and know instantly this is a black woman. An Asian friend of mine asked me how I would know this, is Frieda a black name? I just replied that it is a black thang and she wouldn’t understand.

 




Open style of courting—I am skeptical of this one. My buddy defines this category as being more open to overt advances during courtship. He contends that black women are more likely than a white woman to take as a compliment a group of construction workers whistling at her. I have a sneaking suspicion that women, no matter their color, don’t appreciate this. I know that when I walk past a construction site and the men whistle at me, it gives me the creeps. At any rate, as evidenced by my Robin Givens story, my courting style has always left much to be desired. The fact that I am married and have three children is purely an accident of nature. I fail this one.

 




Loud talking—The big laugh. He calls it “turning it out and mixing it up.” I might add to this the annoying habit of talking back to the movie screen. I score very high on this. I love to get loud and at home I talk to the television screen all the time. It drives my wife crazy.

 




Love of basketball—On this one I fail completely. I watch about as much basketball as I do golf, which is to say hardly any. Football is my  game and as far as I am concerned, autumn is the only time of year real sport is played.

 



And finally,

 




A sense of rebelliousness—From Nat Turner on up to Malcolm, there is a tradition of struggle against the Man—of fighting the power, as the rap group Public Enemy might say. Of all the aforementioned traits, this one is perhaps the most important. It is possible to not play basketball and remain “authentically black.” However, as another friend put it, “there remains the idea that unless you are professionally angry, you are missing some crucial element.” I would like to think that I score rather high in this area. Though my experience tells me that when one is as vocal about the perils of white guilt and black victimhood as they are about the evil of racism, it somehow doesn’t count.



 



So there you have it. I didn’t do too badly. I lost some crucial points with the Gene Autry music, but I think I was able to rebound with the pig-ear sandwich.

Noticeably absent from my friend’s list are academic excellence, intellectual pursuits, and entrepreneurial skill—all of which I believe black people have—and that is one of the bothersome aspects of discussions such as this: The cultural traits so often ascribed to us seem so superficial. Unlike other peoples who would be described as literate, business-minded, or ambitious, we are relegated to the back of the cultural bus where there is loud talking, lively dance, and bright clothes. Worse, lists such as this tend to become more than just innocent fun, they become currency on which our culture is traded. Fearful of being labeled “less than,” we rush to become authentic and in so doing we begin to define our culture downward. We embrace a music genre that celebrates violence and disrespect towards women. Doing well in school and reading books become anti-black, joining the debate club instead of the basketball team is anti-black as well, speaking correctly becomes “talking white” and thinking outside the accepted dogma is thinking white.

I recall reading an article not too long ago featuring a well-known celebrity discussing his children. The article quotes the father as saying he is most proud of the fact his teenage son is one of the better junior basketball players in the country. A few sentences later, the writer (not the father) mentions that the boy is also on the honor roll. It struck me as odd. Certainly any parent would be proud that his son is a terrific athlete. I must admit that I would be likely to boast a bit if my son were one of the better ball players in the country. To be most proud of this fact, however, strikes me as having one’s priorities misplaced. We can be happy that our children are active and enjoy athletic prowess, but it better serves us to describe ourselves culturally by our intellectual prowess.

It certainly wouldn’t be outrageous to describe black culture as being one of accomplishment and industriousness. At the close of the Civil War, black Americans were almost ninety-nine percent illiterate. One generation later we had created colleges and universities, had thriving business centers and an entrepreneurial class that was growing. We were practicing law and medicine; we were architects and craftsmen. Today, just 130 years removed from bondage, we sit on the heads of major corporations, run city and state bureaucracies, are leading experts in the fields of medicine and law, and set trends in music, fashion, and pop culture. There was a time in this country when men of letters were celebrated. It would not be unusual to find photographs of intellectuals like W.E.B. Dubois, Paul Robeson, Langston Hughes, or Zora Neal Hurston hanging in black homes. Today, we brag about our sons’ field-goal percentage.

Even accepting my buddy’s list as incomplete, the very fact that there are so many areas of crossover—white kids who can rap, white girls who can shake their groove thang as well as or better than any sista, white boys who can charm the pants off any woman, and white families who get loud in public—suggests either that black culture covers a broad spectrum and that some of us live in different places along the spectrum, or that there is really is no such thing as a black culture per se. Perhaps there is only an American culture that includes many races and covers a broad spectrum of behavior and many of us live in different places along that spectrum.

For what it’s worth, I have in my lifetime felt “that which is not.” But more often than not I have felt myself less southern, less citified, more privileged, smarter than, not as smart as, less talented, more talented, and better looking than a whole lot of folks both black and white. Maybe that is why I prefer the latter implication, if only because it moves us beyond discussions of cultural and/or racial authenticity, cultural purity and racial prejudice. If the notion of what is black is a carryover of the racist efforts to distinguish that which is not white, don’t our attempts to be defined by those very characteristics permanently exclude us from the mainstream culture? The effort then should be to move beyond race in search of some higher, common ground. We liberate ourselves from the tyranny of opinion through realizing a personal definition that draws on all things—all ideas—which can live in all houses on the human spectrum.




What Are We Teaching?

The history of this millennium will be determined by today’s teens. Recent experience has made me a bit nervous.

In an era dominated by the Internet, video games, and latchkey kids, who takes responsibility for our youth? Our teachers have the charter to provide an academic education, but what about the role of parents and the charge of society?

Not long ago, a friend invited me to speak at her school about my life as an actor. While I have made presentations to kids in every corner of this country, I have never been treated as rudely as I was by these seventh and eighth grade students. Students talked amongst themselves, read magazines, pulled out headphones and hand-held computer devices, and walked around the classroom while I was speaking. Mind you, this was not some inner-city jungle falling down around the student’s ears. This school was a magnet attached to the University of Southern California, specifically for kids interested in the arts. Here was someone they recognized from television and movies speaking to them and they could not have cared less. It did occur to me that they found me uninteresting. Unlikely, but I suppose not out of the question. But boredom is one thing; disrespect is another.

One of the classes only asked questions about whether the love scene in the film  Monster’s Ball was real. You may recall that Monster’s Ball is the film for which Halle Berry won an Oscar. The film was controversial in part because of a couple rather explicit love scenes. Actually, the expression “love scene” may be a little misleading. As they say on the street, “Love ain’t had nuttin’ to do wid it.” The scene was softly pornographic. We may disagree on the worth of that film, but I am certain all reasonable adults will agree that the film is inappropriate for young teenagers. Yet, according to these kids, they had seen the film with their parents’ permission.

Children who sneak lollipops into class and find it difficult to sit still for a guest speaker are not responsible enough to handle discussions of an explicit sexual nature.

Those who agree with me are not provincials or old sticks in the mud. We simply believe that we respect our children when we make the conscious decision not to pollute their minds with concepts they are not emotionally prepared to handle.

As often happens with my own children, I found myself raising my voice. It soon dawned on me, however, that I was not morally or legally responsible for those knuckleheads and I had better things to do with my time than take their abuse. I quietly explained to the kids that I had pulled myself out of bed very early in order to be there and I was sad they were so lacking in manners. Some of the kids seemed a bit remorseful, but most just smirked as I gathered my things.  As I wished them luck in the future, one student, with typical adolescent audacity, asked me for an autograph. Needless to say, I politely declined.

I remember well the silliness with which my junior high classes often greeted guests, but understand that I am distinguishing between general childhood precociousness and out right rude and disrespectful behavior. I cannot ever recall having a speaker walk out on a class I attended, and if one had, we would have been horrified. Not these kids.

As I discovered not too long afterwards at my son Connor’s school picnic, the disrespect I encountered at the junior high school begins developing from an early age.

There was a small pond at the park where the picnic was held and most of the kids wanted to ride in the paddleboats. There was quite a line and as little kids are wont to do when faced with a long wait they began to grow skittish. Some of the children began throwing rocks into the water. The lifeguard asked them to stop. My son threw rocks and I asked him to stop. Not too long afterwards another boy began throwing rocks in to the water. Again the lifeguard asked him to stop throwing rocks. The little boy replied, “Are you the boss of me?” My jaw dropped. If there is one thing I hate it is smart-mouthed children. Always one to stick my nose in to things I replied, “Yes, he is your boss. Don’t throw rocks.” The boy spat back at me, “Are you his sidekick?”

Now I was really stunned. “Is that the way you were taught to speak to adults?”

“Yes.”

“Little boy, where is your mother?”

Much to my amazement, the boys’ mother was standing right behind him listening to every word.

There is no question that I indulged in my share of brazen behavior as a boy. I didn’t just start to share my opinions the other day. Like all children, I pressed for limits. The difference is when I was a child, insolence carried a price. More than once I received a tongue lashing from an adult or a phone call to my parents that resulted in some heat being applied to my backside. Back-talking an adult in front of my mother or father would have been to take my life into my hands.

I looked to the boy’s mother as if to ask, “Are you going to allow this?” His mother’s response? A smile and a rather weak, “Josh, what is wrong with you?”

There are two things I know with certainty: this is not the first time Josh has been disrespectful of an adult and if he is disrespectful of adults in general he is more than likely disrespectful of his parents. And disrespectful little boys grow into disrespectful men. If I had to offer a guess, I suspect there is little chance he respects other children and no reason to believe when he grows up he will respect his peers.

What is wrong with Josh is he has not learned to respect his elders and mind his manners. His parents are failing to build this boy’s character. I don’t profess to have any solutions, but I suspect a quick smack to the back of that boy’s head might do wonders for his disposition. It certainly would have lifted mine.

It may be unfair to single this mother out. There were a number of ill-behaved children at the picnic and she was one of many befuddled parents I witnessed. I have never heard so much back-talking to parents in my life! Little girls and boys telling their parents what they would and wouldn’t do, others were disregarding instructions from volunteers and their parents simply accepted this as if it were the natural order of things.

Episodes like this and the debacle at the junior high school are not isolated events. They happen every day all over this country and I believe it is a direct result of the casual attitude with which we approach the interaction with and discipline of our children.

One of our neighbor’s children insists on calling me by my first name. I am a bit old school when it comes to how one addresses an elder. I am over forty and if a man is older than I am, I will still refer to him as “Mister.” I still find it difficult to address my mother-in-law by her first name. This little boy is eight years old and can’t understand why I can call him by his first name but I ask him (repeatedly) to address me as “Mister Phillips.” And he is not the only one. I find myself correcting children all the time. It’s “Mister Phillips.” They look at me as if they have never heard of anything so absurd. When my son ventured down that road and was corrected by me, he demanded to know why. “You are a little boy and they are adults,” I replied. “It is disrespectful to call an adult by their first names. It implies that they are on the same level as a 7-year-old boy.”

The casualness with which we approach discipline is also to blame. When children are taught that values are without purpose, that morality is subject to opinion and honor is a commodity to be bought and sold on a whim, it is no wonder they smirk and disrespect their elders.

Okay, so Josh’s mother should have disciplined him, but what about my friend? Why didn’t she or one of the other teachers step in to admonish the students at her school? In all fairness, she did and was largely successful. The instructor for the other classes had a tougher time of it. The children didn’t listen to him any more than they were listening to me, and quite frankly, it becomes impossible to try and give a presentation when you are being interrupted every minute and a half with, “Sit down! Put that away! Pay attention! Stop it!” And honestly, I am not certain what more teachers can do. If they act too severely to enforce order and discipline they risk invoking the wrath of parents.

Recently in California, a school vice principal came under intense fire for lifting girls’ skirts in order to check for G-string panties before they could gain entrance to the school dance. Parents protested the violation of their children’s privacy and called for her resignation. The vice principal was placed on administrative leave. While I do not advocate panty monitors in our schools, it does seem a bit curious that parents would raise such a stink. Many of these same parents are seemingly unconcerned with issues of privacy during school hours. The teenage girls I see walking to the schools in my neighborhood are dressed provocatively, oftentimes with their G-string panties prominently displayed for the world to see. They didn’t buy all those clothes themselves and they didn’t leave the house with their parents unaware of how they were dressed. Isn’t it worse for their daughters to regularly display their wares to little boys with raging hormones?

I am not so old that I do not remember being in junior high and high school. We saw a lot less skin in those days and it was still difficult to concentrate on algebra. It’s a wonder that some boy has not sued for sexual harassment. I think that rather than complaining about their little angels’ hurt feelings, the parents might have considered thanking the vice principal for having the courage to teach their daughters that modesty is of value and that class and character walk hand in hand. Whatever happened to taking pride in being considered a lady?

My friend called me to apologize for her students’ behavior. Apparently, when the school’s principal got wind of what happened, she gave the students a rather stern lecture and insisted they write me letters of apology. A nice gesture, but a lesson I fear will be lost on the kids. How many other guests have been treated as rudely? Were they too offered letters of apology (which, by the way, have yet to arrive)?

I often hear that children are growing up too fast nowadays, but maybe they are just growing in direct proportion to the amount of responsibility parents are abdicating. As parents, we are the vanguard, the lions at the gate. Nothing should enter or leave our homes lest it pass by us first. As guardians of the next generation our moral messages must be clear. The respect we demand from and give to our children is the same respect they will in turn give to others.




Macy

Macy is a friend of mine who lives up the street. Macy is seventeen years old and spent the last year battling bone cancer. While her classmates spent their senior year in high school planning for college, dating, and buying Prom gowns, Macy was in and out of the hospital and watching her hair fall out from the chemotherapy treatments.

Macy confided in me that when she found out she had cancer, she called her friends to let them know. Only five returned her call. Perhaps her friends were uncomfortable with her bald head and the weight she gained. Girls her age tend to be preoccupied with such superficialities. However, I suspect it was because mortality is not a word in the teenage lexicon. At seventeen, the world is bright, responsibilities few, and the future an empty canvas waiting to be filled. The notion that you might not be around to celebrate your eighteenth birthday just doesn’t occur to someone so young. No doubt her friends were confused—even frightened—when confronted with this reality.
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