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FIRST THINGS FIRST 

Not long ago the fire and police commission of the city of Wauwatosa conducted interviews with a 
great many of the city's police officers, asking them what they thought was Wauwatosa's biggest crime 
problem. The consensus was a shocking one and one which should be of concern to every citizen. The 
biggest crime problem in the city of Wauwatosa is with young people between 12 and 15 years of age. 

This situation forces us to some unpleasant conclusions, primary among them being that the home, the 
school and the church have all failed to give to these young persons the kind of information, motivation
and inspiration they need if they are to become persons of integrity and of high moral character. 

Unless we have closed our eyes and stopped our ears we are quite aware that something far from good 
has been taking place in American life during the last half century. Last year, for example, the divorce 
rate in our country hit a new high—one million divorces in 1975. That's just a cold, hard statistic until 
one begins to understand all the misery, heartache and broken relationships that result. Looking only at 
the figure on paper one does not easily see the consequences, the worst of which is hundreds of 
thousands of children left confused, insecure and unhappy, and in many cases without the kind of 
environment which will help them to grow into persons of integrity and character. 

Along with the increase in divorce in our society has come an alarming increase in alcoholism, teenage 
suicides, child abuse, juvenile crime and runaway children. In other words, there is in our modern 
society an increase in almost everything that is damaging to a healthy, happy society. 

Naturally, being a clergyman who must come face to face with these problems almost everyday, I have 
drawn some of my own conclusions as to the cause of this unfortunate situation. To put it in a rather 
simplistic way, I would assess the cause as being primarily permissiveness and an extremely liberal 
philosophy. In short, we have not expected anything in the way of character and integrity in our people 
and we have got exactly what we expected. 

Instead of expecting men, women and children to be honest, trustworthy and self-reliant, we have 
constantly provided them with excuses for not being what they should have been. The problem, we say,
is with an abstraction called society: the trouble is with poor housing, the pressure of the times, 
inadequate parents, segregated schools, not enough income, boring jobs, etc., etc., etc., ad infinitum. 

Certainly all of these things are to be lamented, but they cannot be accepted as adequate reasons why in
our society we raise more and more people with weak character, little ambition and lacking in any 
meaningful moral and ethical principles. We insist on telling people that they are the victims of the 
environment in which they live and they believe us. We constantly are being told that we have a natural
right to health, happiness and a good life, and we want someone to give it to us. But for 99% of the 
human race it was true 5,000 years ago and it is true today, "Man shall earn his bread by the sweat Of 
his brow". No really good thing comes to us without effort. 

Our philosophy must change. We will want to care for those who cannot care for themselves, but we 
must tell the rest of our people what Paul told the early Thessalonian Christians: "They that do not 
work shall not eat." Soft, easy, comfortable lives from which nothing is demanded lead directly to a 
soft and flabby character from which nothing worthwhile can proceed. 

II

The place, of course, where all of this must begin is in the home. By the time children get to school it is
usually too late to begin this all-important education. You will find that statement amply verified in a 
recent book on pre-school children entitled The First Three Years of Life, written by Dr. Burton White, 
perhaps the world's greatest expert on the subject. 



In our studies we were not only impressed by what some children could achieve during the first 
years, but also by the fact that the child's own family seemed so obviously central to the outcome. 
Indeed, we came to believe that the informal education that families provide for their children 
makes more of an impact on a child's total educational development than the formal educational 
system. If a family does its job well, the professional can then provide effective training. If not, 
there may be little the professional can do to save the child from mediocrity. 

Since I endorse the view of the family as the first and most fundamental educational delivery 
system, I must offer parents the following words of warning. From all that I have learned about 
the education and development of young children, I have come to the conclusion that most 
American families get their children through the first six to eight months of life reasonably well in
terms of education and development, but I believe that perhaps no more than ten percent at most 
manage to get their children through the eight- to thirty-six-month age period as well educated 
and developed as they could and should be. Yet our studies show that the period that starts at eight
months and ends at three years is a period of primary importance in the development of a human 
being. To begin to look at a child's educational development when hc is two years of age is 
already much too late, particularly in the area of social skills and attitudes. 

The school and the church can at best reinforce the home. When politicians tell us that we are all 
entitled "cradle to the grave security" and that the government can make life ever easier for us, parents 
must respond, "It is a lie! You deceive us! What you proclaim with your political rhetoric will not help 
us but destroy us." 

Back in the 5th century B.C the Jews provided all succeeding generations with an honorable example. 
Nehemiah viewed the demolished walls of Jerusalem, the holy city, and determined that they should be 
rebuilt. He rallied the people to the cause and in a short time walls were rebuilt to one-half of their 
original height, at which point Nehemiah proclaimed, 

"So we built the wall; and all the wall was joined together unto the half thereof: for the people 
had a will to work." 

If we Americans want a strong, secure America; if we want an America we can be proud of; if we want 
a citizenry composed of men and women with character; then we too must have a will to work toward 
that end and not expect politicians, or government, or laws, or social planning somehow or other to 
give it to us. And it must all begin; and continue, and end in the home. 

The home is the single most important institution in human society. It always has been that, and as far 
as I can see, always will be. It is, I am convinced, ordained by God. 

III 

I have entitled this sermon "First Things First". I would be the last to argue with the Sermon on the 
Mount. There is no doubt that for each of us as individuals the first thing is always to "seek first the 
Kingdom of God." But apart from that, for all who have children, the first thing, and the second thing, 
and the third thing is to establish a strong and secure religious home. That statement is in a sense a 
redundancy for I very much doubt that any home can be secure that is not also strongly religious. 

Where there are children, and even where there are not children, the home and the family must come 
first. They must come first even if it means mother must give up her job and stay home, or give up 
some of her social activities and stay home. They must come first even if it means father must give up 
his bowling or his golf. Yes, they must come first even if it means both parents must become less active
in church affairs. I would be the last to say that the church is not important, but the home is more 
important. The hour is late and nothing must interfere with the sanctity and security of the home 
wherein the values and principles which can alone save us must be taught and exemplified. 



So important is the home and the relationships that exist there, so important is marriage and its sanctity,
that we must alter some of our attitudes toward it— attitudes which have been held for too long a time. 

We must begin to realize that marriage is not for everyone. We tend to put great pressure on our youth 
to prepare for marriage and worry if they do not seriously consider marriage by the time they are 21 
years of age. I am certainly not suggesting that the sexes should live together without marriage. What I 
am suggesting is that for many people celibacy may be a preferable, and for them, a better way of life 
than marriage. St. Paul at least thought it was a higher state. 

Secondly, we should not expect every marriage to produce children, and indeed there are some married 
couples who ought not to have children. If they seriously consider it and conclude that they are not 
willing to pay the price and make the sacrifices, and perform the hard work which being a good parent 
demands, then they should be commended for not having children and thus avoid possible tragedy. 

If a couple does decide to have children, or if they now have children and it is too late to decide 
whether or not they want to pay the price, they have then taken upon themselves an all-important and 
very sacred responsibility. 

It is so easy to give children what will make them temporarily happy. It is not easy to give them that 
which will make them happy for a lifetime. The former are material things and only require money. The
latter are spiritual qualities and require hard work, discipline, constant effort and continuous example. 

But that is where the whole ball game is going to be decided —right there at home. Nearly 30 years ago
I preached a sermon on Mother's Day which I entitled "Out At Home". I remember it because there 
happened to be a reporter in the congregation and the next day it was reported in the newspaper. But I 
pointed out that getting a hit in baseball didn't matter very much if when you rounded third base you 
were put out at home. 

I suggest it again this morning NO person is a success no matter what achievements he may make if he 
is "out at home", if he fails there to be the parent God expects him to be and a good society demands 
that he be. This is what it means for a parent to put first things first. Until our homes are right nothing 
else can be right. 


