Good Home In America

By Jody Hoffman


“Hey, Stupid!”


“Get out of here!”


“That’s mine, and don’t you touch it!”


“You are a jerk!”


“You are nothing but a brat.”


These were all words and phrases that filled our house and was the language spoken by the family that I grew up in.  I was always amazed even as a child that this was allowed and not corrected. Such hurt and ugliness it produced. I vowed that would not be the sound of the home and family I would be a part of when I grew up. Often I found myself thinking with high expectations, dreams, and aspirations from the future. I had my ideal family pictured-a boy first, then a girl. They would be close. He would be protective and be an ideal brother. She would be an adoring little sister, looking up to her larger than life brother who hung the moon. After that, I was open for more boys or girls-about 4 or 5.


Or so I thought . . .

To my delight, my first child was a darling boy, and my second was a beautiful girl. I was just as pleased that the third was an angel faced little girl. What horror and shock found me that they would ever want to say an unkind word! They were so cute. How could this be? True to my commitment of years earlier there was to be no name calling, ugliness, or selfish attitudes were going to be part of this mix. So . . . what to do? I remember one night really well – we all do. Buddy was teaching that semester at a college in the evenings, and I had the joy of putting the children to bed-doing by myself what is certainly meant to be a two-person job! After several minutes of preparation, we were finally at the time that I loved best: the prayers and “good night, sweet dreams” part of the evening. I loved the sound of everyone loving each other along with the peace and harmony that snuggled not only their little bodies into their cozy beds, but snuggled their hearts into cozy memories for the future.


However, that was not how my children saw it and they were not staying in their cozy beds at all! After numerous, “She is touching me,” “She’s on my side of the bed,” and “She is hogging all the covers,” along with a miniature Connie Chung reporting live from the bedroom doorway with up to the minute news flashes, I felt all my dreams and aspirations melting all over the floor of my mind. The unkind words I never wanted to hear, filled the air. I waded through the swamp of unkindness to the sea of tranquility I had left only minutes ago in their adorably decorated bedroom. 


I’m not sure how it all erupted; it must have been building-like for 35 years. But one word led to another, and with Mount Vesuvius uncapped, I began a tirade of . . .



“This is not how it is supposed to be! We are not going to have this kind of home. This is not the sound that comes from good homes. We are going to say, “Good night” and “I love you.” We are going to be kind and glad that we have siblings. We are going to have a home that when you grow up you will say that it was a good home to be raised in. You will love one another and say encouraging things. You will be each other’s fan club. You will be the way Hoffmans were meant to be. End of conversation. End of discussion. “Sweet dreams” is next and that’s it! That’s what good homes in America are like, and WE WILL BE A GOOD HOME IN AMERICA!”


I’m not sure where all this came from. It was if had been written in a mind that had a fantasy from another world.  I was just as surprised as they were as it rolled out of my mouth and went on and on . . .accompanied by gestures and pauses worthy of a presidential platform. I took a breath after five minutes at full tilt and saw, not the future I had been seeing, but two little heads poking out from their covers. Two sets of wide eyes wondering, “Is she losing it? Are we safe? Where’s Dad when you need him?”


 They said their good nights and I love yous.  As I walked across the hall into our bedroom, I felt like the Statue of Liberty declaring the vision for all Americans. I felt as if only the applause and confetti was missing. I felt the flag unfurl behind me in the opening comments. The band played quietly at first, rising to full crescendo along with majorettes and twirling batons by the close. It was a grand speech, with the hush and heartfelt agreement of reformation for all future decided and agreed upon right there. If they had been old enough to write their names, I would have had them join in signing with the great families of America who had come before us. You know, the document signed by the likes of the Washingtons, the Hancocks, and the Lincolns had signed somewhere in the past. Feeling more patriotic that I had in a long time, I entered the room with a satisfaction they had caught the vision:


“We promise for all time not to ever say any unkind words to one another again. We will always go to bed with ‘Goodnight’ and ‘I love you’ as our sole motto. We say nothing after that. Nor will we remove ourselves from the bed into which we have been so lovingly tucked in to. We will have good memories, and will forevermore be glad to have been raised in this home. We will always declare you and daddy to be the best parents ever to raise children. Amen.”


Now I know that they didn’t say that, but I was feeling it! And they were responding - well, they were quiet, and still in their beds. But my grand thoughts burst upon arriving in my room. I was shocked to see my son rolling around the floor, doubled up with laughter. 


“What?” I asked.


“What! What was that?” Tears were rolling down his face in laughter. “Mom, where did you get that ‘A good home in America?’ line? Like, did you think that up?”


I assured him all moms said the very same thing-or mean to. As we continued talking, I felt like he was the press giving slanted reviews after the State of the Union address I had so magnificently delivered only moments ago, moving the crowds to speechlessness. And like the New York Times, my children could hardly wait to blare their stories to the next morning to their daddy. 


“Whoa, you should have heard her!” My children gave him a blow-by-blow account of my speech. Of course they totally forgot to mention the flag unfurling at just the right time, along with the marching band with the shiny brass tubas that paraded in right on cue. Nor did they speak of the Statue of Liberty holding her torch for all the weary to see. The speech did become as famous as Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech-at least in our house. It never had to be given twice. If I heard unkindness rising from the next room, I’d just come to the doorway and ask, “Do you need me to remind you what a good home in America sounds like?” Eager to avoid the speech, they would mend their ways. Of course, over time it got shortened to “Build and encourage.” Buddy added his part to the speech, too, using the Bible and a much less emotional approach. I think they still got the message. We then would say, “What is your job?” To which they would answer, “To build and encourage.” Life would adjust and all would be at peace-for a while. It has been said countless times through the last 20 years.


It came to mind again this morning as I read in Isaiah 43:21, “The people whom I formed for Myself will declare My praise.” I think I heard God say, “What’s your job?” I think I know His heart. Like a mother’s heart, only obviously more balanced and in control, who wants to hear harmony and kindness. To hear praises flowing from His grateful children declaring heartfelt praises for such a good place to live, for loving parents and for the families wherein they are placed. The Holy Spirit poked my heart, and I want to respond to Him with, “Oh, yes, that’s what I meant to say, that’s who I mean to be.” Let’s be eager children desiring to live truly in obedience.

