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The phrase "family values" has come to occupy a central role ircpbénd
religious discourse in America. Politicians endeavor to assdbieteselves with this
phrase, and some religious communities view family values as theacarany of our
nation's ills. The problem is that no one seems to know exactly méhnphtase "family
values" means. Many Americans relate these values to a Judeta@hmoral tradition,
where there is supposedly a clear moral compass for raising ahéddedistinguishing
right from wrong. However, this tradition is actually only one componetiteofalues
of American families--even religious families. Indeed, gugstionable whether a
Judeo-Christian moral tradition is the primagmponent of American family values.

The purpose of this essay is to describe how two secular philosophies--
modernism and postmodernism--are significant, if not crucial, foncAmerica's family

values. Neither of these philosophies is typically associatedswath values. However,

these philosophies have together spawned_ four ceoteiamily (and cultural) values
that enjoy immense popularity. The term "center" is used hereaa the core or root
of a particular system of values. To focus on a "center" igttaway peripheral issues
and study the main philosophies or theologies that give value systemasttigyr and
credibility. The first two centers--hedonism and moralism-taicgmed and sustained
by modernism. They command the allegiance of the vast majority ofiéandamilies,
including, | contend, many religious families.

Two other family centers--relativism and relationalism--afermed and
sustained most recently by postmodernism. Relativism is considenab&ypopular
than relationalism in American families--including, again, religi families. Yet,
relationalism is the one that is the most friendly to religiordeéd, | argue that the

relational brand of postmodernism is necessanmyost Judeo-Christian religious
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traditions, while hedonism, moralism, and relativism_are incamgigiith these

traditions. This argument may be surprising--especially to mamyaes communities--
because postmodernism is often understood to be an "enemy" of the tgibusel
Also, as | will show, many aspects of current religious prax@cel interpretations of
scripture stem from hedonism, moralism, and relativism.

Modernist Centers for Family Values

Historians and philosophers have rendered various interpretations of madernis
(e.g., Bevan, 1991; Faulconer & Williams, 1990; Schrag, 1990; Slifgess; Slife &
Williams, 1995). An important interpretation of the "core" of modemihowever, is
described by social science historian, Donald Polkinghorne (1990), in thiemad'At
the core of modernism or Enlightenment discourse was the belief thethod for
uncovering the laws of nature had been discovered, and that the usenadttiosl would
eventually accumulate enough knowledge to build 'the heavenly kingdom on earth.™ (p.
92) The primary assertion of the modernist, then, is that scoemtgthod will
eventually discover the laws of nature. A sometimes overlooked assnnmpthis
assertion, however, is that such "laws of nature" exist andwamkly important. That
is, for science to do its job, as the modernist advocates, itassistne a world in which
natural laws exist and are fundamental.

Modernist centers for family values are popularized and informed by this
sometimes overlooked assumption. Indeed, two implications of this jpigssarare
pivotal to these centers. The first implication involves the authofithose scientific
principles that have become "laws of nature," and the second ingilitets to do with
the assumed qualities of natural laws. The first concerns thiagpee influence and
power of a particular naturalistic principle or law--namely, hedosithe pursuit of
pleasure and the avoidance of pain. Although natural scientists havecrad aiét" of

natural laws, some scientific principles have neverthelessedtthis status informally.
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Indeed, as we shall see, this particular principle has becom#usmtial that it is widely

considered to govern social as well as natural science events.

The second implication of this modernist assumption involves the quality of
lawfulness. In order for a natural law to lbevful, it must be unchanging and
transcendent across time and place. This implication is sogsetarmed atemporality
because lawfulness is "without time" or is timeless. T$atatural laws must apply to
all times and places and must not, therefore, be limited tctiaipar time and a
particular place. The law of gravity, for example, applied to dwhlenth and the
Nineteenth Centuries (unchanging in time). Similarly, the law @fitr applies to both
South America and North America (unchanging in location). If suchdaasged from
era to era or from context to context, then they could not be considdredawful.

This type of lawfulness, therefore, requires a law or a printiples timeless and
contextless--i.e., atemporal.

These two modernist implications--the authority and atemporality afaldaws-
-may appear to have little relevance to family values. Many peoplkader the laws of
nature to pertain to the physical world only and thus view them as hati@gdido with
values. However, these implications are pivotal to modernist cahters for the
family. The implication of authority has informally endowed the prircgdl hedonism
with wide acceptance among the social sciences as well asigutiver the everyday
affairs and values of people. The implication of atemporality invdlvesise of timeless
and contextless concepts to form family values--moralism. Aterhpuanal principles
are perhaps the most popular alternative to a hedonistic centamidy ¥alues.
Therefore, each of these centers is described in turn, witleydartattention paid to
those families who are often thought to be the most concerned witly faahies in

American culture--religious families.
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The Center of Hedonism

Hedonism is perhaps the most straightforward of the centers fdy featues.
Although the word "hedonism™ has many negative connotations--such as immediate
physical gratification--this word is also used to mean that a péosdamily) should
seek happiness (a form of pleasure) and should avoid suffering (a fpampf The
word "should" here is the key to the hedonist value orientation, becadebg uts how
people oughto act: They ought to act in ways that maximize their happiness and
minimize their suffering.

Although natural scientists have not officially endowed this orientatitm w
natural law status, hedonism has attained this status neverthgtasatists view

virtually all plants and animals as seeking "pleasure” and avoiding,™@Ecause even a
plant will move naturally toward a water or light source. Celyamost biologists do
not consider plants or animals to seek pain and suffering, at leasitoclly. The
reason is hedonism's perceived connection to evolution theory, where pbrasaEn
are linked to species survival (e.g., Hamilton, 1964). To consigtemgjage in painful
activity is presumably to court possible extinction.

As a basic principle or law of nature, hedonism has had a wideno#éue the
social sciences. Several approaches to behavior, mind, and peysomaitier
hedonism to be critically important. Freud, for example, surmisscatl operations of
the psyche ultimately reduce to what he termed "The Pleasurépirihdven the ego
and superego--concerned primarily with reality and social values-atéiynserve the id
and its seeking of pleasure. Behaviorists, as another examplesioctaksciences, have
focused scientific attention on hedonism. They have historically adsiinaereward or
"reinforcement” is the prime motivator of all animals, includihggher" animals, such as
humans. These basic conceptions have, in turn, influenced other siEcitibts,
including, for example, economists and political scientists. Ecom®naistinely make

the "economic assumption” that people act in their own self-intgpstein, 1990), and
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many political scientists presume that holders of political oHirgesimilarly hedonistic

(Ceaser, 1990).

Many such scholars contend that hedonism is not a matter of whaheved'sor
"ought" to do, because this implies that we are agents of our aef@tsve_couldlo
something other than seek pleasure and avoid pain. Many social scEafisimply
that hedonism is the way we araturally. We have no choice about the matter, because
our hedonism is a function of natural law. We do not control it; itlésority over us.
We do not ordinarily think of a lower animal as having "values" thait sould avoid
pain; lower animals simply davoid pain, as a natural consequence of their genetic
endowment. Similarly, humans as higher animals are not in theopositasking
whether they shouldeek pleasure and avoid pain, because humansserispleasure
and avoid pain, like all other animals in the evolutionary chain.

Other social science scholars disagree with this determipssition, even if
they agree with the centrality of hedonism in social life (chht6d996). These scholars
argue that this position overlooks the evidence that humans possess aroégertsy
Humans, they contend, really couiltb otherwise" than seek pleasure and avoid pain--
they just don't. That is, these scholars admit the possibilitclbiae (cf. Rychlak,
1988), but assume that only the rare "Mother Teresa" will actciadlgse to "do
otherwise." In this sense, there is little functional diffieesbetween the two positions--
deterministic and agentic--at least in the mainstream ofoitialsciences. In either
case, hedonism is considered an authoritative social force tHattheavast majority of
people (and families) to engage in various forms of pleasure-seeking.

As mentioned, the most pervasive form of pleasure-seeking in our aslture
probably the pursuit of happiness. Not only is this pursuit considered a fentdm
political right, but it is also viewed as a moral good to whiclpatiple should aspire.
Such happiness has, of course, many other aliases and guises in oar cdliiesteem,

security, fulfillment, and peace, along with the avoidance of depresasecurity,
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anxiety, and discomfort. However, the common theme among all thesesak that

feelings like happiness and self-esteem are "good" and depressioncamdfdit are
"bad." Indeed, these basic hedonistic notions are so ingrained in auwakoiind set
that they have become a kind of "common sense."” They are so common and so
reasonable that only the weird or insane would appear not to follow thém.would
anyone ever want to seek suffering or anxiety, they seem to question.

Even the religious are not exempt from this hedonistic way of thinkimg. A
equivalent way of thinking among religious people is that they should seek faal/en
avoid hell. Although a divine being may be involved in this thinking, this being is
viewed more as a means to these hedonistic ends than as an éndtsedursuit of
hedonistic pleasure, broadly speaking, encompasses many "religious'rgdatng the
seeking of "treasures in heaven" and the quest for some forms @actpen® or
"holiness." Reaching these goals may not be hedonism per se. Hoveskengthem
as the ultimate objective--while treating everything else, inclu@iod--as the means to
these self oriented endshisdonism.

Likewise, the avoidance of suffering includes the avoidance of 'tide a
brimstone" as well as personal setbacks and physical ailmemtsorie hedonistic
families, mortal suffering indicates questionable religious coment. Because
suffering is morally bad and God is the Grand Rewarder and Punisher pdapsuffer
may be in trouble with God. This is the flip side to the clgsblem of theodicy:
Why do good or innocent people suffer? Only bad or guilty people should suffer, and
God is (or should be) the one who dispenses this hedonistic justice.

Parents of families with this hedonistic center have a simpladtion: Keep
everyone happy. This injunction includes the long term as well as thdesmoy and
one's spouse as well as one's children. Few parents, for exaraeneerned with
merely the short-term happiness of their families. Considepaloéntal energy is

expended to prepare children for happiness and achievement in theiriftgsyeven if
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this means some short-term suffering. This preparation includes go&dabits, social

skills, emotional maturity, and all the rest of what today's spessis parents to teach
their children--all for the sake of a child's future happiness. nidesure of a parent is
thus equally simple, according to this hedonistic center: A child'seggiparticularly
in the long term, indicates successful parenting, while a child'steyngsuffering is
parental failure.

Marriages also are frequently gauged by these hedonistic valuedar$mnthe
means-end relationship of the religious hedonist--with God as the toeameavenly
end--marriage is viewed as the cultural means to individual fa#itt. That is, people
pursue marriage because they believe that it is necessary to ardipigyal life
(Fowers, 1993). Likewise, people divorce when the marriage is no lanfjing this
function. After all, the hedonist argues, it is "common sensgidople who are
unhappy in a marriage to seek a relationship that will make them hamtiyidual
happiness trumps marital commitment in the hedonistic family.

Needless to say, these hedonistic values lead families to peaftdiewidespread
materialism in our society. Keeping up with the Joneses and buyiting alew gadgets
are justified because they supposedly increase our happiness and dbeyate
morally good. Conversely, there can be no meaning or goodness in sufferfi@egnguf
is morally repugnant. Children are taught very early that sufferingdsand should be
avoided. Parents are to shield children from such things, unlesgsjrsbcsome degree
of suffering will help children suffer less in the future. Seltrifice, another form of
suffering, makes no sense from this perspective, unless again,titaide-off for some
greater happiness. Pure altruism, in the sense of doing a seitvicat hope of a return,
is either impossible, because all people nimeshedonistic (as dictated by natural law)--

or merely dumb, because all people shdadchedonistic.
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The Center of Moralism

A moralistic center for family values consists in a set ofahprinciples or
ethical rules for living. A family adopts this center whenntgiactions and
relationships focus on the principles and rules that it considerséradent and absolute
in nature. This particular center is probably the one most frequessbciated with the
"family values" movement. However, this center is perhaps nmo@ngassing, because
neither the broader culture nor a religious community has to sanctipnibgples and
rules contained in this center. Generally endorsed or religiouslticzaaat moral
principles are perhaps the most prominent content of this centirre&itively unique
moral codes and unarticulated rules of conduct can also be the cefiat@ilpf
interactions. The pivotal characteristic of a moralisticeristthat the family see the
values as transcendent and absolute in nature.

The terms "transcendent” and "absolute"” reveal this centetismstap to the
assumption of modernism discussed briefly above--atemporality. Fol pnim@ples
and rules of conduct to be transcendent or absolute they must be ateripatak, they
must be timeless and contextless, because they exist, in ac@sgie of any particular
time and place. Moral principles gpanciples must exist in some other, metaphysical
realm, and then be "applied" to a particular era, culture, orxdor®r example, many
in the Judeo-Christian tradition consider the principle of "Thou shakiltioto be a
transcendent and absolute principle. Because it is applicablectmtdxts and all eras,
it cannot reside in any one. It also cannot be essentially alieresls these contexts and
eras. Such moral principles are thought to transcend and unite our changsgand
provide a firm universal ground for the moralistic family to derigevélues.

This atemporal quality of morality is considered to have a long histéoyne
readings of ancient Greek philosophy, for example, find atemporal thernmesthinking
of Plato (Leahey, 1992; Viney, 1993). Plato is interpreted to contenkiniatedge

itself must be unchanging and absolute to be true knowledge. He cafiedbhjects of
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knowledge Formsand postulated that perceived objects are imperfect copies (or

"applications") of these forms. His assumption about knowledge maéarsio that of
Aristotle: what needs explanation is change (Faulconer & Willid®80). Because
change cannot explain itself, the ground of explanation and knowledge must be the
unchanging. Moreover, knowledge must be transcendent. If an explanation only
pertains to one place and one time, it is not transferable toplues and other times,
and thus is not knowledge.

This atemporality was preserved in the medieval period by viewing Gad as
transcendent and absolute entity. Because God was seen as atemmadgbrinciples
took on an atemporal quality as divine principles. Although modernistekgentially
abandoned God as the atemporal link among contexts and eras, they agsahedgay
preservers of the notion that such a link remains necessarycaksequence,
modernists replaced an atemporal God with atemporal natural lussas God was
viewed as transcendent, immutable, and the unifier of all thinggwedrom a
modernist perspective the principles of nature are viewed aserafesd, immutable,
and the unifier of all things. In fact, all principles, including alqrinciples, are now
thought to possess these atemporal properties.

What type of family centers itself on atemporal moralism? eSoray assume
incorrectly that the families associated with this centealrself-righteous moralists”
(cf. Yalom, 1985). This stereotype depicts moralists as rigiolatists who focus
exclusively on their own idiosyncratic rules and inflexible principleditfamg. The
moralistic center described here, however, is more inclustyaoirits to any set of
values, however loosely or rigidly held and adhered to, that is thoughtde ocegside
any particular context or era. Most professional organizationsidtarice, have
formulated codes of ethics that fit this description. Indeed, sonmemie well hold an

atemporal moral principle that says that self-righteous moralistsorally
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reprehensible. The issue is not, therefore, the particular yadues the issue is the

absolute and immutable quality of the values.

A moralistic center, then, depends on the type of moral principlea faanily
endorses. Many families, for example, endorse the dominant prinofglesir culture.
In the case of many Americans, these principles center on the Ghdsbtan tradition,
almost by default. This last phrase, "almost by default,” conhotgdew families sit
down and discuss what type of values they will uphold. Family valudssisdnse, are
handed down by previous generations, with a few new generational "wrinEash
moralistic family puts its own unique imprint on the previous generatrahigs, to be
sure. Nevertheless, much of the previous moral code is someitkeswingly
preserved.

Part of this preservation is due to moralistic parents. Theeatpaee the
transfer of moral codes as their primary family task. Becauseal principles are the
center, or "glue," of the family, they are highly valued and viewdteakey to
preserving the future generation. After all, without this ciitgtae, families are thought
to be unable to exist and function. Giving children such "family valdest; is a
crucial role for society in general. This role explains why so npalfificians wish to
associate themselves with family values. These politiciamsres along with moralists,
that atemporal values are vital not only to the structure of fesrilut also to the
structure of society itself. Success in facilitating thisgtre is measured by how well
children reflect these values in their behavior--by obeying the absalateaf conduct.
Behavior that violates this implicit or explicit code is considexédilure of parenting
and, in some sense, a violation of the family structure itself.

Many religious families are found in this particular center fouesl In fact,
many people of all faiths return to church--sometimes after longnedésewhen they
begin having children. They return because they are concerned about the obnduct

their children and see churches as espousing elaborate sets opmmaiples as well as
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forming communities that support a child's obedience to these princ{pfeurse, few

such parents would agree to just @ey of principles. Many parents feel that churches
support the righimoral principles. In other words, these parents turn to churches, a
opposed to other institutions supporting moral codes, because they assurharttias
have access to inspired and righteous moral principles.

In Christianity, for example, moralism may mean that Christ &iins viewed as
having lived by a moral code. Because he was the Messiah, thd gazof Christians
is to take the moral principles Christ lived by and adapt them todtei families. They
accomplish this adaptation both by modeling his behaviors and by discerningitiaé et
rules that lie behind his sermons and other statements. Ondied$dmve adopted these
principles, they are considered to be followers of Christ, bechagétive internalized
his immutable rules for living. Moralistic families then assuiime next steps are to
apply these rules to their own lives and pass them on to subsequentigesierat

Are moralistic and hedonistic value centers mutually exclusive?ptssible for
families to hold both centers at the same time? Although fanudie incorporate
aspects of both centers, such as a family obeying the rules to adcapyaess, one
center is typically ascendant. In this example, for instanceltineate end is happiness.
Obeying the rules is the means, and happiness is the controllemoéams.

Presumably, if another means would facilitate the chosen end lie¢tegbeying the
rules would be replaced by this alternate means. In this seng@nendf the value
centers has a privileged status, and the two centers (or four) tenmoted, at least
regarding the ultimate objective of the family.

Postmodernist Centers for Family Values

At this juncture, we move away from a modernist understanding of tHd-vesr
manifested in its value centers of hedonism and moralism--and moaedttve
philosophical perspective generally considered to be a reaction to maaernis

postmodernism. Unfortunately, postmodernism is notoriously difficultgtuca. The
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label "postmodernism” tends to encompass an extraordinarily diverse grechpotedrs

whose only uniting bond may be a disenchantment with the tenets of modefiss).
postmodernism may be defined best in negative terms--what it issagélowever,
understanding what postmodernists are against provides us with cloesheg some
postmodernists assert positively.

For example, the modernist bases of hedonism and moralism figurallgantr
the complaints of many postmodernists. Recall that the authoritywahkws is
considered vital to modernism. Why else would modernists expend so mugi ene
attempting to discover these laws? The answer is that natwsable considered to be
foundationalto any understanding or explanation of either natural or social evests. A
noted with hedonism, this "foundationalism" implies that such laws galetimese
events, regardless of their culture or context. If a social psygistl for instance,
discovers a law of interpersonal attraction, then this law dtae actions of all people
caught up in the attraction. This means that the differing betielsires, and languages
of the people have no consequence. The foundation of natural laws ovaryidesia
"extraneous variables."

As we shall see, however, postmodernists reject this foundatimnalibey
contend, instead, that any foundation is itself formulated within araliitontext. For
example, our hypothetical law of interpersonal attraction is cultutat least two ways.
One, it was formulated by real human beings (scientists) whbemeselves
participating in a cultural mind set and way of thinking. Two, the stbjesed to
scientifically investigate this "law" of attraction were ttsmlves part of a particular
culture. In other words, the culture itself is thought to contributehtat is considered a
law. Indeed, the notion of natural law itself, including that of hedonis viewed as a
product of culture. In this sense, the "education” of other cultagesding "nature's
laws" is a kind of cultural imperialism (Fowers & Richardsd®9@; Slife, 1996). From

a postmodern perspective, any such "natural law" should be understoatias teethe
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particular context in which it was derivédThis, then, is the first of our value centers to

be informed and sustained by postmodernism--relativism.

The second of our postmodern value centers involves a similar negattieme
to the second of our modernist assumptions--atemporality. Recadtémaporality is a
crucial quality of the lawfulness of natural laws. Lawfulnessmeless and contextless--
unencumbered by a specific time or a specific context. Modemiktig similarly
atemporal. This view of truth is the reason that a modernist endove principles
with atemporality so readily: If such principles are truthfulnttieey are assumed to be
timeless and contextless as well. Any truth, by modernist definitias to be
transcendent and absolute.

A postmodern reaction to this modernist rendition of truth is to questsbmpw
timeless and contextless truth can be. As noted above, the very ndaeriwhess--and
thus contextlessness--is itself considered to be a product of cuManreover, the only
way in which truth can be known is in and through contexts, because thesosly
place in which we, as beings embedded in specific contexts, can EResimodernist
difficulty with this notion of a contextual truth is that it can charmpzause context
itself can change. From the modernist perspective, a changedbles tthe same as no
truth, because a primary quality of truth is its atemporalityvekibeless, from a
postmodern perspective, the assumption that truth must be atempasathsit--an
assumption; it does not hate be the truth about truth. This type of postmodernist
contends that our values and morals are not valid unless they are undersgbaiibn to
the changeable nature of trdthThis is the second center for family values to be

informed by postmodernism--relationalism. This second center, howseless widely

IThere is some debate about whether the relativism describeis ieg postmodern. That is, there are
some who would view the historicism inherent in this relativistigtipmsas essentially making the same
foundational assumptions as the modernist (e.g., Faulconer & Willt888). Although | basically
agree with this view, | adopt the more conventional tack of considérisifprm of relativism and
historicism to be a conceptual branch of postmodernism.

2As | will attempt to show later, this "in relation to" does m@tan a "correspondence to" some
atemporal truth.
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known, particularly in the United States. Consequently, this centesdussed after the

more familiar and popular notion of relativism.

The Center of Relativism

A "center of relativism" may seem a contradiction in terinsleed, many
relativists would claim to have avoided a moral center of any kindingSwith their
postmodern allies, they decry foundationalism, because "foundations" auerStare
viewed as merely social constructions (e.g., Gergen, 1985, 1994).isNtandational
for one particular culture may not be foundational for another. Whasesytavhich
foundation is correct? Why should one culture's "natural laws" or reystdm be
privileged over another? In this sense, no particular "center fees/athould be
considered more important or basic. This is not to say thatrcentaal systems do not
enjoy a privileged status in their respective cultures. Howedwesetsystems are thought
to attain this status through power rather than truth. That igrithkeging of certain
social constructions cannot be justified by their being true in any olgesgnse; they
can only be legitimized by the social power that supports them. Im#nser, the
relativist seems to have avoided any sort of moral center.

This conclusion is premature, however, because these relativishttons have
led to many relativist moral implications. Notice the moraglaage of the relativist--as
just reviewed above and as re-reviewed and underscored below. Wordhdkel" and
"ought" betray the value center of the relativist. If no particularal system has any
objective justification for its privileged status--and none can, faaelativistic
perspective--then no moral system shdwgdorivileged in a particular culture. Power
may help some to privilege their particular morality, but this ugmuafer is morally
unjustified Instead, people ougtd be respectful and tolerant of other moral
orientations. People shouhdt judge others from their own moral framework, nor ought
they consider their own views and morals to be better than those of. o@entainly,

under no circumstances shotihety seek to impose their morals on others.
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At this point, the relativistic center for family values should begibecome

clear. Although there is a sense in which the relativist endoosesof the existing
moral systems, there is also a sense in which this lack of endemnsis itself a moral
system. That is, the notion that one oughavoid endorsing a particular moral system
itself implies a host of implicit moral injunctions that form the cefderrelativism.

First, it is wrong to claim an objective or absolute moral jigstifon that one does not
possess. (One should be honest.) Second, it is wrong to privilege alesystem over
another, when the only basis for privileging is "might makes right.igl{Mshould not
make right.) Third, the tolerance of other moral systemsupm@se virtue.
(Intolerance should not be tolerated.) Fourth, it is wrong to "judgel pgaple from
one's own moral framework. (One should be nonjudgmental.) And fifdhwitang to
persuade others to abandon their own moral system. (One should respaetvs of
others.)

The paradox of this relativist moral position, then, is thatatgarticular moral
position while simultaneously claiming that one should not endorse a particatal
position. To illustrate, consider the possibility of a relatigghing upon a culture that
explicitly holds that its own moral system is the absolute, objettike. Many cultures,
in fact, assert this moral position (cf. Fowers & Richard4086). If relativists deny
this cultural position in favor of their own moral position, then theydaeespectful to
and intolerant of this culture. If relativists, on the other hahdose to respect this
culture's absolute values, then they must deny the truth of their owiniseta Put
another way, the relativist claims that all value centersedagive to the particular
culture in which they are embedded, yet the values of the relatolistance, respect,
honesty--appear to be independent of any particular cultural conteat tHe other
hand, the relativist holds that relativism is itself a produet pérticular culture, this

implies that cultures holding that relativism is wrong should be giverd equa
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consideration. In this case, relativism--by its own rationals-Aagjustification for its

rationale being taken seriously.

Interestingly, the paradoxical nature of this relativistic cefmiefamily values
has not precluded its widespread endorsement and popular use among masgrAmeri
families. Many parents assert the legitimacy of the rettixalues described above.
These parents are particularly sensitive to the relativisetavegarding power.
According to relativists, American parents are the "power brolkémsieir respective
families. This means that parents should be especially cacftd impose their own
"family values" upon their children. After all, what right do pasdmve to do this?
Why would a parent's own views about family values, given the essaqntiahkence of
such value systems, be any better than those of their children? Eucgutaldren to
adopt a specific moral system is akin to a boss encouraging employaskpt a specific
moral system. It violates the dual injunctions of the relatagstinst intolerance and the
misuse of power. Children should be allowed to experiment, grow, andialwfind
their own way, without parental influence. Parents should avoid alléipplays," such
as limit-setting and authoritarian guidelines, and should attemptitbafie a
nonjudgmental and affirming view of the world that allows all moraiesys to be
respected as basically equal.

This respect also implies that family members should avoid takingaatigular
moral system too seriously. All value systems should have arcdegree of respect, of
course, but a child's endorsement of a particular system--espesidhie child grows
into adulthood--is perhaps the greatest fear of a relativistiopafée reason is that an
endorsement of this sort means the adult-child is no longer a r&tlafive endorse one
particular moral orientation--to take it truly seriously--is to hblat all moral systems
are_notessentially equivalent. Indeed, moral systems that disagre¢heibne being
affirmed must be considered wrong, at least in part. Furthermaéehe nature of any

moral system to make discriminations between what is right andiswabng. Such
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discriminations mean that some judgmentsrereded and some things should et

tolerated.

This situation violates the relativist's own injunctions against irgote and
judging others. That these values are themselves a type of moeah p@nts again to
the paradoxical nature of this value center. Nevertheless,|#ti@ist points to the
difficulty of objectively evaluating the rightness or truth of any moyatesn. What
reason, asks the relativist, has anyone for adopting a partiatal system? From this
perspective, the only logical approach is to avoid becoming too serious ap@uich
system. A religious system, for example, is all right ipié€e. However, even
religious people should avoid a serious belief in their religious systerause this
would lead to "fanaticism" or "extremism" and ultimately to andraf "close-
mindedness"--positions that offend the relativist.

According to this view, children should instead be taught an importantfoe
tolerance: open-mindedness. Open-mindedness (rather than cleardiness)to
godliness. All world views and all religious systems have thegeplaut none should
ever be taken in and truly incorporated into one's own beliefs. An incagrooéithis
sort would disallow an openness to all points of view--a "godly" traihfthe relativist's
perspective. Without such openness or "objectivity," as it is soreetiermed, the world
would not be seen for what it is, because the observer would be biEssdias would
lead the observer to attend to certain aspects of the world andatbets, and to view
even those aspects in ways that are affected by the biasedthilensjh which they are
seeing the events. All this can be avoided, warns the relabyisipt taking any moral
or religious system too seriously. Religions and moral orientatiensieg places to
visit--for educational purposes--but no one should ever want to live witbfahgm.

The Center of Relationalism

The center of relationalism addresses directly the modernishpsisn of

atemporality. As noted in our discussion of moralism, atemporalityought to be part
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of the legacy of influential Greek philosophers and medieval theologidns.legacy

has become so prevalent and so endemic to Western conceptions tpataigms now
widely considered an essential property of truth. That is, trathsslute and
immutable, or it is not truth. Moreover, many religious people haawgnsed that
timelessness and unchangeability are sure signs of divine truth. gestm@dernists,
however, claim not only that secular truth is temporal, ratherateanporal, but that
religious truth can also be understood as temporal. Indeed, | argtentpatality is
necessary for those who claim specifically Christian family \&alue

What then is this temporal and relational value center for fesfiliHow,
especially, can this value center claim to be dealing with triiinanswer these
guestions, | first attempt to describe the postmodern conception jebraity,
differentiating it specifically from relativism. Next, Itampt to reveal the "relational”
properties of this value center. Because this latter taskpisssible to accomplish
without a context, and because it is contended that Christianity redthise
relationalism, | attempt to show this relationalism in the cdrdéa "Christ-centered"
family. This type of center is then differentiated from the othe¥e centers for values--
hedonism, moralism, and relativism.

Temporality Temporal explanations stem from the hermeneutic tradition, where
the philosopher, Martin Heidegger, among others, believed that humanbexently

temporal. As he contended in his seminal book, Being and [if&2), "to be is to be

temporal" (Gelven, 1989, p. 169). Unlike the subject matter of sotnmhaciences,
humans--as social agents--dwell more in the realm of the poasithihe particular than
in the realm of the necessary and the universal. Humans arenitiheomtextual and
changeable, and thus require explanations that reflect this contexsunalit
changeableness. As a consequence, temporal explanations aféifiodl, rather than
timeless(Slife, 1993, in press; Faulconer & Williams, 1985; Slife, Hé&&lebeker, in

press). Temporal explanations are full of the era and contextiottmstruction and
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interpretation. In this sense, they are bound to context and culitiney claim no

special transcendent status beyond their cultural and contextual embeddednes

Temporality also implies a temporarinessa "willingness" to be replaced with
another explanation (Gadamer, 1982; Slife, in press; Slife &akfill, 1995). That is,
temporal explanations imply their own inadequacy, incompleteness, and gdotenti
inappropriateness to the context at hand. Each explanation is a "hexjtikgiation,
containing within itself the possibility of its own negation. Unlikenaporal
explanations that presume objective contact with and representatigreiohanent
reality, temporal explanations are humble because they make no sughires.
Instead, implicit within temporal explanations is the assumptiorthlegtare context-
dependent and thus potentially inapplicable to another context. Tempdraditgltows
an openness to and an expectation of change that is not possible in atampaathes
(Yanchar & Slife, 1997).

Indeed, atemporality rules out all meaningful change and possibilityauBe the
atemporal laws and truths of modernism are themselves unchanging, ansebihese
laws and truths are thought to control and govern all natural and soci&éd,ahe

possibility of these events being otherwiisan they are is ruled out. Natural and social

events may seemo change, but in modernist "reality,” they are dictated by unsean law
and truths that reside outside the events and contexts themselopte, Re instance,
may appear to change--to make different choices, to direct themsavard various
goals (agency). However, these changes, choices, and goals am\tesmstermined
by the atemporal truths and laws that govern these events, and thysethglse

The temporal relationalist views the determinism of atempypraditexcluding
morality. Because people and their families have no means of lm¢hegWise" than

they are, they have no way to be moral. People who do good things, forensiamald

3As | will attempt to show, this "boundedness” does not mean thatewoitwontext can be reified as a
thing with objectified boundaries. This reified notion of culture and abitatself atemporal.
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receive no credit, because some set of psychological or biologiGpla@sumably

determined these actions. These people could not have acted oth&imidarly, if
people behave badly or even criminally, they cannot be held responsiblefactions.
Such criminals were shaped or programmed by their past environment anegblogr
their genetic endowment, or some lawful interaction of the two.y,Ttherefore, have no
capacity for moral decision-making, because no possibility is possibléruly
atemporal world.

A temporal world, by contrast, is filled with possibility. Beacatise relationalist
does not postulate an unchanging, metaphysical world that governs all carustegis
can be taken for what they are--sometimes shifting, sometimegediale, and often
otherwise than any law would determine them to be. In this temporkl, persons and
families are constantly confronted with possibilities. Theseopsrand families must
constantly choose from among these possibilities, and thus must considgéwhich
possibilities are good and which are bad. Judgments of goodness and badness ar
irrelevant in a modernist world, because this worldnem@l. That is, things and events
of this world are neither moral nor immoral--they just are winey &ire, naturally--as
dictated by atemporal laws. In a temporal world, however, somgstiare good and
some things are bad, depending upon the context. Choices and changes niioist there
be made in light of these moral and contextual evaluations.

Distinguishing Temporality from RelativityAt this point, temporality may

appear to be similar to relativity. Certainly, both conceptiorsrgtdt to take into
account context, time, and human agency. However, unlike relatiismelationalist
assumes that morality and values are themselves grounded in truplordaétruth. From
the perspective of the relationalist, relativism supposes intlyrtbat the changing
nature of contexts--both across time and across places--rules postileility of truth.
Because values are relative to changing societies and cultureslatiast concludes

there can be no truth. This conclusion, however, makes an important but
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unacknowledged assumption about the nature of truth--that truth is atemipootther

words, this conclusion assumes that truth has to be transcéndant outside of) the
various cultures and contexts totbeth. Because values do not seem to be transcendent
across cultures, and because cultures are pivotal, there canteenporal truth.

The relationalist, on the other hand, asserts that truth is teim@ordh, in this
sense, is manifest in hatings are, rather than in whhings are (Faulconer &
Williams, 1985). The "what" of things leads to a focus on stifinscendent properties,
whereas the "how" of things leads to a focus on action, articulaiahchange--
temporality. With this latter focus, one can legitimately asgkstjans and discern true
and false answers. However, the truth of an answer is not foutsdcioriespondence to
an unchanging, static reality, outsittie context in which the question is asked. The
truth of an answer is found insfdie context itself. Consequently, a relational center
for family values grounds its values and morals in a truth that iextoiad and possibly
changing, rather than transcendent and immutable.

The difficulty is that this contextual truth may appear to make trself relative,
leaving us with only "local" truths and no unity or oneness of truth. Hnem t
relationalist perspective, this apparent problem is due to our megaiimt of the context
of truth. Relativists (mis)conceive this context as a bounded "bbexdtis essentially
independent of other bounded, objective contexts. A Chinese culture, &mcmsis
thought to be essentially independent of an American culture--withehtfeanguages,
customs, traditions, and meanings. Although some "translation" betwieres can
occur, all contexts and cultures are incommensurable in many impasaetts (cf.
Slife, in press). Furthermore, each context is viewed as norgats own qualities.

One does not understand a culture, for example, by understanding other jcoltares

understands a culture by studying the qualities of the culture iBei$. qualitative

4Most postmodernists avoid the inside/outside distinction altogethéert is no metaphysical realm of
truth or laws "outside" of context, then there is no need to desigmétesade.” | use this language here
only to distinguish the postmodern contextual from the modernist metaphysical.
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difference among cultures implies that local truths must reraai,land that such truths

have no universality or essential relationship to each other.

The relationalist disputes this implication. Postmodernism's teatiyor
considers contexts and cultures to be parts of wholes that acqleiastaezome of their
qualities from their relation to other contexts and cultures--pestent, and future.
Temporality assumes that the "moment"” of any context is inextrigadphgn into the
tapestry of all contextual moments across time. That ispatexts (or cultures)
overflow their presumed boundaries and thus participate significantlyathar
contexts. This participation allows a unity (or commensurabilityyragcontexts,
because any context (or culture) is itself part of the whole of xtsngast and future, far
and near. How would we know that Chinese culture was differentAraerican
culture unless there was some common ground--some commensurabiliyafare the
two cultures? Indeed, the very notion of a "culture” requires a &stimy) relation to
other cultures to know that it &sculture. This contextuality of context prevents
temporal truth from being merely a "local” truth, since any trutheyarmany of its
gualities from the context of other "local" truths.

Consider the analogy of a novice player in the middle of a chess gamieq(fer
& Williams, 1985; Slife, 1993). If this player turns to a chesster and asks for the
best next move, the chess master cannot appeal to an atemporallgehis, no
timeless or transcendent game will be of much help in arrivifgediest next move for
this particulagame. Of course, there are a set of universally acceptasdoulglaying
chess. Nevertheless, an appeal to these rules alone will nalgeosuitable answer to
the question of the best next move for this specific context. Moreineechess master
should not necessarily assume that these players are using uniasagiyed rules. It
is common, for instance, for novices to play chess without a tioo&,ch universally

accepted requirement of tournament chess. The point is that thfecspées used are
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themselves part of the context, rather than a transcendent tratbthful answer to the

novice's question, then, cannot be an atemporal answer.

A truthful answer has to take into account the specific context afutbstion and
the questioner: Does the novice want to win? Are the players usiagtad rules?
And, of course, what is the context of this particular game? dwgithefore the chess
master is the past, present, and future of the game--its tditypofide present
configuration of the board includes the prior movements of the piecegi#mess of
the past) and the possibilities of piece movements (the opportunities fofture). A
truthful answer must consider the past, present, and future contéis pérticular
game as well as other related games. In this sense, aitartbiver is more than a local
truth, because inherent in it is a type of temporal "transcendehtf® local context of
the particular move. Unlike atemporality that posits a bounded andibbegeptesent
context which is independent of other contexts (past and future), temhpassiuimes
that the context of the "now" is significantly related to all tHeeptontexts--past and
future--inthe now (Slife, 1993; Slife, 1995). A truthful answer must take actount
this temporal context of the game.

A truthful answer by the chess master must also acknowledge thgrtiees
context--and its nonlocal relation to other games and other moves--ttae\sim within
the particular game. In this sense, the best move can tselfe, because it is
necessarily sensitive to its context. For the relativist, howvévie contextual
changeableness implies that the notion of truth must be abandoned altogetteuse
the truth can change from game to game (or context to context), andeboduss
assumed to be atemporal, there can be no truth. Indeed, as deslsobedthe relativist
derives an entire set of moral implications from this lackuthtr People are to be
respectful and tolerant, for instance, because they cannot claiswedhe truth.

The problem with relativism--from a relational perspectivehat it has given up

on truth too easily. The true, the right, and the moral still gxigtthey are implicit in
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the context itself. In fact, the morality of a context cannotvogdad, as even the

relativist's own paradoxical attempt to give up morality can atiRetall that the
relativist's assertion of no objective morality led to a very sjgd@t of moral rights and
wrongs. In the case of the chess game, there are also right amav@song moves.
Given, say, that the novice wants to win, plays by the rules, angagieg a Sicilian
chess defense, there are good moves and bad moves. There may bgmsandi
many wrongs, many truths and many falsities. Nevertheless, thagttiat the truth, in
this case, is a temporal truth. Indeed, because all casabwvays specificases--i.e., all
people in all places are embedded in a specific context--all tthsecessarily
temporal truths.

Temporality in the Christian FamilyTemporality might make some sense of a

chess game, but how could it possibly be understood in the context of ausehgmnily?
As noted above, many religious people have understood their morality fradenist,
atemporal perspective. At this point, | explore how a relationappetive pertains to
the dominant religion of America--Christianity. At the outset,rtHationalist assumes
that morality is implicit in the context itself. The relatibsiacontends that "family
values"--or_anyalues, for that matter--are found by centering the family on this
contextual morality. In the case of the Christian family, Clmiistself is assumed to be
part of the context. Christians, as followers of Christ, undeigtdrist to be a living,
resurrected being who can communicate proper values to them and intexvaig in
their lives through the Holy Spirit.

Christ, in this sense, is the Christian's "chess mastdris i3 not to discount the
participation of the other two parts of the godhead--God and the Holy. Spmithe
contrary, one could consider any one of the three, or all three, to bleets® master,
because all are united in the same purpose. | focus on Chrig eslaly, because he is
typically understood as the focus of salvation in Christianity. Alsas believed to be

continually involved in the "game" of living and always available for coasatt (via
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the Holy Spirit). This Master can advise the family on the "best move" for moral

action, or this Master can intervene on behalf of what is right or igoadiation to the
specific context.

Because Christ is believed to be intimately involved in every persien'this
Master--like the chess master--must take into account the tehtypoif the game of
living. In this sense, a Christ-centered family requires @teah or relational value
center. This type of center puts the emphasis squarely upon onesisbiatvith this
Master rather than moral principles (moralism), and one's obedigtite contextual
divinity rather than tolerance (relativism) or happiness (hedonismleed, a Christian
family should include this divine being as the central member offtmaity--as their
"head," with the family as Christ's "body."

This Christian relationship is temporal both in the sense of "fulhwé" (rather
than without time) and in the sense of "temporary" (rather than iaiole)t From a
Christian viewpoint, Christ is a resurrected being who can and ddesgade in our
particular context through the Holy Spirit. If he were a being éytmetside our
particular context (atemporal), he could not truly minister to alyawnique needs or
intervene in their unique circumstances. As a contextual beiregstih part, Christ is
involved in all people's contexts, whether they know him or not. This @irist
temporality allows him to become a guide for one's values. No ttians{ar
application) of abstract moral principles is necessary in tlaaral understanding of
Christianity. Christ knows his people and their world intimatelyheir own special
circumstances, and can intervene accordingly.

Similar to the chess master, this intimate knowledge requorggsaal
adjustment, depending on the context, family, and Christ himself. Inwtrds, if
Christ lives and participates in a family's context, then he canrant hachangeable

(atemporal) being. He must have the capacity to make these asljitstniHe must be
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able to change in order to meet the ongoing and changing demands of his being the

Christ.

This ability to change does not preclude consistency and unity. In fact, a
relational, temporal center requirgsme unity among past, present, and future contexts
(as described above). For this reason, it is not unexpected thstt\vzdwid bind himself
to certain covenants with his people, such as his promise to love thewever, this
binding and his promises are distinguished from the modernist notion of asitypor
As noted above, atemporality ultimately precludes possibility and thuditpatself,
because the unchangeable (e.g., laws, truth) governs all things, inguelsuignably
Christ himself. There would be no reason to praise Christ or Gody$e these divine
beings would haveo do what they do--as a result of atemporal laws.

A divine being that is temporal, on the other hand, can truly love, beause
does not haveo love. He has real choices and possibilities that allowtslibe a truly
moral being and thus be praised. This is part of the wonder of Hiawalnbve for us
as sinners--He does not have to love us. Another part of the wontes lof/e is its
contextuality. God knows every hair on our heads and thus can ministehtofes
uniquely, with changes in how His love is manifested, depending on the stenaes.

This temporality of Christianity may explain the seeming inconsisteradi other
deity-human relationships. In the Old Testament, for example, Gad att
commandment, such as "Thou shalt not kill" (Deuteronomy 5: 17), and thenacmism
the Israelites a few years later to kill certain populationgeobple, including women and
children: "[The Israelites] totally destroyed all who breathest, s the Lord, the God
of Israel, had commanded" (Joshua 10: 40).

This apparent inconsistency is inconsistent only from a modernistpataim
understanding of Christianity, not from a postmodern, temporal understanding of
Christianity. From a temporal perspective, a Christian's obedier@ed or Christ takes

precedence over any atemporal notion of a commandment. One should firgtebe
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law-giver, and in so doing obey the (temporal) law. Some contextsegaye a person

to act inconsistently with the law, as understood atemporally, armbgsistently with
the law-giver. Who can know better, from a Christian perspeativat is needed in a
particular context than God or Christ? Who can know better whaittlsfor a specific
family than God or Christ? Therefore, the primary thrust of & @hiristian family
should be on developing a relationship with these contextual "Truth Tederghat the
family can be inspired to act morally in each of life's situations.

Comparing the Four Centers of Family Values

This relational value center may become clearer when it is cechpathe other
value centers. Specifically, | contend that the relational ceetenits a family to be
truly Christ-centered, while the other three centers are intensisith a Christian
perspective.

Moralism First, a relationship with Christ, or even an obedience todoes not
mean that one should discern Christ's moral principles and then liverby as
moralistic approach would imply that once this discernment had occthiee@hristian
no longer needed Christ. Christian families could just center tieesson the moral
principles discerned. Moreover, if the principles of this moralgye at least implicit in
the Old Testament, as Christ himself indicated, then a catigrnment of these
principles would mean that the advent of a Savior was unnecessasn, Gowever,
that Christians do not consider Christ to be unnecessary--in Neanmerdttimes or
now--the discernment of Christ's moral principles must not be theat@wurce (or
correct center) for Christian "family values."

Perhaps the Christian family should mo@#lrist? This modeling would be a

variation on the moral principles' theme, where one attempts to digbeveattern of
Christ's conduct in the various moral situations recorded in scriptugethen tries to
duplicate his actions in similar situations. Unfortunately, trosleling process has the

same problem as conventional moralism--it can become an idol. Intsea type of
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Phariseeism. The Pharisees whom Jesus criticized actadiagcto patterns or

principles, without the spirit of the principles, as Christ hifseted. Christ, however,
took pains in scripture to say that even correct action cannot bentiee gea Christian's

life. Christ came into the world, in part, to write God's lawpeople's "hearts.” From a
Christian perspective, it is never sufficient merely to dupliCtast's actions.
Christians must also watd do Christ's will (and thus God's will) in their unique
circumstances and situations.

Of course, a Christian family may watetmodel Christ in these circumstances.
Still, the unique nature of our circumstances raises another préimenmoralistic
centering of the family: To model the pattern or follow the prinsipleChrist's actions,
one must translatihe pattern or principle into the special context of a familyncifrles
and patterns, by their very nature, apply to many or all families astltirerefore be
tailored to the specific family and situation at hand. Parentshahe tried to model a
"perfect” parent or apply a principle of parenting to a particulaason know that this
tailoring is not always a straightforward task. Even if parents kheveorrect rules,
they are often not sure how to appiese rules. How can Christians be assured they
have applied the rules correctly?

Some moralists may say that the scriptural record of Christ pouglevith
guidelines. Unfortunately, many family situations are different frioensituations in
which we see Christ in scripture. Christ, for example, newergined his own
children. This does not mean that Christian parents are leklgntiithout scriptural
guidance for disciplinary actions. However, from a moralist petisged does mean
that this scriptural guidance must be translated and applied.aftsnieat family actions
and relations cannot be a straightforward obedience to this guidanagséacatal and
influential translation process must also come into play. Sometimeetranslation
process can make all the difference in what is considered rightrand in a particular

instance. Are Christians left to their own devices for thigartant application process?
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From a postmodern relational perspective, the answer to this quesgtiba

no." If Christ is resurrected and able to minister to peoptautitr the Holy Spirit, then
as a living, loving being, Christ knows the special situations of his @eoypl can advise
them (or intervene) accordingly. Christians also view Chrigt\aing and perhaps even
desiring a personal relationship with them. Abstract principlegpattidrns of conduct
can be distractions from this personal relationship. At best,mudtiples and patterns
are one step removed from this loving relationship. At worst, treegudtural prejudices
in the guise of religious principles. In either case, principtelspatterns can lead
Christians to focus too much on the historical Christ of scriptuherev/Christians are
supposedly to discern his moral code--and not enough on the living Christ wkemnwas
to minister to people in their contexnd who continue® minister to them in their
everyday situations.

A continuing temptation for Christian moralists is to focus on their ow
discernment of the proper rules. As evidenced by the Pharisees whasnciiticized,
this leads to a set of human-crafted principles of behavior--witlmilbohons from other,
sometimes unrecognized sources--instead of a relationship witih@, ldrvine being.
Some form of discernment of this relationship is surely necessa@hristian families
attempt to understand Christ's will in their lives. However,gbrs$ of discernment is
nevera set of moral principles. That is, it is never a once-andifaliscernment, or
even a once-and-for-a-little-while discernment; temporality regaireontinual
dependence on Christ, rather than a dependence--even for a short tenget@vioral
pattern or moral principle.

Hedonism Can this continual dependence on Christ produce happiness? Why is
a "hedonistic" family center so divorced from a Christ-centenedyf@ The "can" of
this first question is tricky, because happiness is, of coursebfgogsih Christ. From a
Christian viewpoint, almost anything is possible with Christ. Theomant question is:

Should a Christian expect or seek happiness? If Christ's lifelsewathing else, it
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reveals that a Christian family is likely to experience suifgas well as happiness.

(The book of Job describes another devoutly religious person who suffered
considerably.) It is only the modernist "foundation” of hedonism that leady to
assume that a Christian family shoelperience mainly joy and happiness. Why else,
from a hedonistic perspective, would anyone want to be a Christian?

It is true that those who have lived a Christ-centered life reyponiner peace
from doing God's will. Nonetheless, it is quite debatable, if nokelyli that this peace
is anything like the personal fulfillment which is discussed and pursuearipopular
culture. Indeed, this peace from a Christian perspective can lmeparsued; it can only
ensue. That is, if a Christian family pursues this peacasfomin sake, or if a Christian
family tries to build a relationship with Christ for the sakehid peace, then this
"Christian” is self-centered rather than Christ-centered, asthional center cannot be
effected. Christ and his will must be both the meandlam@nd to be truly Christian.
Happiness and peace maysue, but happiness and peace are really irrelevant to what
Christian families must truly be seeking--obedience to their L@fatistian families may
be promised a type of peace from this obedience. However, this tppaad must be
distinguished from popular forms of peace that depict it as freedomdonflict and
suffering (cf. John 14: 27). The peace "that passes all understafidadgyfheaning (and
peace) ilfmany forms of suffering and conflict.

Unfortunately, American culture is so heavily hedonistic that ighgen all
suffering and conflict a bad name. As mentioned earlier, al{ ebguffering--
depression, anxiety, insecurity, blows to the ego, and pain of all tgpesutomatically
viewed as bad things of which to rid ourselves. Indeed, a wholeotldssgs and a
whole set of psychotherapies have been formulated to help rid us ofliads¢hings.
Consequently, suffering is rarely thought to be meaningful or good--if yobdeelthen

it must_bebad. A Christ-centered family, however, cannot so easily eqeelted bad
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with being bad. Suffering can hold significant meaning or signal impdeanly

problems, including problems in recognizing the family's "head," Chriggdifm

With a relational center, then, Christian families should newemaaticallyrid
themselves of suffering, without first understanding the possible furaftitat
suffering in the family's relation to Christ. For example, this tstdading of suffering
could be an important feature of a family's attempts to heal brolsionships. This is
not to say that suffering always means that something is wrong \atlonships. This
would be a subtle hedonism again--suffering is bad. In fact, thereds right in
suffering, including both physical pain and emotional suffering. Sufferinghaee all
sorts of divine purposes and meanings, from refining one's Christianiggdieing an
old-fashioned lesson, to understanding more fully Christ's atonemeningGettof this
type of suffering would be, in effect, getting rid of a crucial pa€hrist's relationship
with Christian families. Suffering, then, can be a necessatyaod part of a relational
center for family values.

Relativism A family centered on relativism might seem to be the dasies
distinguish from a Christ-centered family. After all, Chs&iod for particular moral
actions. Clearly, he would not, as relativism implies, congiti@ctions to be morally
equivalent. However, this distinction becomes complicated when om@danger turn
to a set of moral principles for all moral questions. If Chtidtnot want Christians to
center their families on moral principles, then how are Chnistia stand against
relativism?

From a relational perspective, Christian families are todsé@ainst relativism by
making Christ their moral ground. Moral principles are always @persimoved from
Christ, because they are characterizations of how he lived and behaigdcemphasize
a characterization when the real thing is alive and availabk€h#istians make
decisions about their families and formulate important relationsthipg,do not have to

consult a code, a principle, or a "what would Christ have done" hypotheSiaah
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actions may invite people to move toward Christ, but they miss theifrardes and

principles become substitutes for directly relating to him. Ganstcan consult Christ
himself through prayer and the light he sheds in scripture and the &hastnmunity.
They do not fight relativism with a moral system but with a resethip.

This relationship is not a "romantic” one in which a family "fall$ove" with
Christ. This relationship is best understood as a family rel&iipnaith Christ as a
supremely loving and wise Brother, and God as a Heavenly Father. Slahanship
would give families perspective, provide them with inspirationttigim with love, and
help them to know the truth for their families in any given momentrougistance.
Martin Buber's (1959) "I-Thou" and Emmanuel Levinas's (1969) "obligation tothies"
are examples of conceptions that have some consonance with thisetleginter.

This relational center must surely be "good news" for Christiami{sard hese
parents are saddled with a difficult responsibility in today's socigftg. perhaps this
kind of burden that led Christ to say, "Come unto me, all ye that &atabare heavy
laden, and | will give you rest" (Matthew 11: 28). With a relatigms$o Christ, parents
are no longer solely responsible for their children's happiness or liidnea’s
obedience to a set of moral principles, including a relativist'sahpoinciples.” The
good news is that Christian parents are not alone in leading thdietamn fact, part of
being a Christian parent is pointing consistently and continually to theeader.
Parents still have responsibilities and still must lead, tate but their leadership and
responsibilities lie with their responsiveness to Christ's lehger£hristian parents
love, for example, not because they are tolerant (relativism)caube a moral principle
says they should (moralism) or because love provides them a reward gh@doni
Christian parents love because they are responsive to their lovitigngtgp with Christ
(1 John 3: 16).

It is important to recognize a type of relativism implicit irsthésponsiveness.

Although this relativism contrasts sharply with the relativist@edéscribed above, there
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is a "relative to" that is necessary to a Christian famiglaionship with Christ.

Because Christ is available to families in their own uniquetsitus Christ will take this
situation into account when he answers people's queries and intervends loehtié

In other words, the moral grounding of Christ is always relativba@acontext in which
Christian families find themselves. Christ is pafrthis context. With his help, the
Christian family can know--without need of translation or applicatiomatvis right and
what is wrong. This relationalism, then, implies that alloast are not morally
equivalent. Contrary to relativism, thereaisight and a wrong, or several rights and
wrongs, given a particular history, context, and relationship. Aorkltcenter also
means--unlike the relativistic center--that a judgmentagiired, and some things--the
wrong things--should ndie tolerated.

What do Christian parents do, then, with the oft-cited "Christigimhctions
against judging others and being intolerant of another's beliefs? Actualg,
injunctions have little to do with judgment and tolerance in themseRather, these
injunctions involve whas to decide what is tolerated and how judgments are to be
rendered. Put this way, the "who" is obvious for the Christian pa@dmistis to decide.
However, it is easy, as all Christians know, to insert tharasento this decision-making
process and either eliminate Christ's contribution or assign doadary status. In this
sense, charity and humility are necessary in our relationships Wwehspbecause Christ
can provide different guidance to different individuals, even within acpéat
community. Again, this does not have to mean that there is no riglmbogwbut rather
that differing parts of a community can complement and give balance emotieer.
Conclusion

Four centers for family values have been described, both in generaldad in
the context of Christianity--a religion that has historically been higtiendant to the
"family values" issue. Even in this religious context, however, evttex Judeo-Christian

moral tradition would seem to be especially strong, two secular pphess figure
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prominently in these values--modernism and postmodernism. Each opthlesephies

has lent its own particular meaning to the moral systems involvadh & these
philosophies has determined a surprising proportion of the variation amortig$ami
concerning their values. Consequently, the important political andougigiebate that
IS now occurring in regard to such values requires some knowledge of botlophiéss
Indeed, Christians in this debate may need to pay particular attemtiom possibility,
contended here, that only a more relational center for family vateates the space

necessary for a specifically Christ-centered outcome.
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