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“Race to Nowhere”
Ecclesiastes 5: 10-20
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Perhaps you have heard of Amy Chua, a professor of law at Yale Law School. She raised some eyebrows last January with the publication of her book, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, where she outwardly disdains the American parenting style ( i.e. worry too much about self-esteem and that “learning should be FUN!”).

I have not read the book, but you can go online and read several reviews of it and see interviews with Amy Chua. Clare McHugh wrote about it in The Wall Street Journal and tells that after Amy Chua’s first daughter, Sophia, was born in 1993, and then her second daughter, Louisa, three years later, Ms. Chua decided to set the bar high: They’re not allowed to go on play dates or to sleep over at friends’ houses. The TV is off-limits, as are videogames. She requires her daughters to be fluent in Mandarin, although she herself does not speak it. She expects them to be straight-A students, advising them to check test answers three times and look up every word they don’t know and memorize its exact meaning.

She also fears that her children will be pampered and decadent, growing up in America’s prosperity. So she insists that they do physical labor. As often as possible she tries “to make them carry heavy objects—overflowing laundry baskets up and down stairs, garbage out on Sundays, suitcases when we travel.” When Sophia acts out on one occasion, her mother tells her that she’s “garbage.”
Ms. Chua considers most extra-curricular activities a waste of time, except one: playing a musical instrument. And McHugh states that it is in this realm that her fanaticism reaches full flower. She selects the piano for Sophia and starts her with lessons at age 3. She chooses the violin for Louisa. Both girls turn out to be talented musicians, and Ms. Chua is a determined taskmaster. “My Western friends who consider themselves strict make their children practice their instruments thirty minutes every day. An hour at most,” she writes. “For a Chinese mother, the first hour is the easy part. It’s hours two and three that can get tough.”
For hours Ms. Chua makes the girls practice, hovering over them to criticize their fingering and rhythm. Because she attends their lessons, she has notes on the teacher’s comments and reminds the girls of them.
Here’s the thing: parents -- whether we’re Chinese, Hispanic, American, Korean or Italian -- dream dreams for our children. We want the very best for them even if we sometimes feel personally unable to deliver those dreams; we imagine our children as successful, well rounded, involved, both interested and interesting.
And, so, often parents try to map out a course that will lead to success. But success and obedience at what price? Just how far are parents willing to go to get the response they expect from their children? According to Chua, no price is too high. A handmade birthday card doesn’t meet expectations? Rip it up. Your three-year-old isn’t listening? Put her outside in the cold. Refusing to practice piano? Force your child to sit at the piano until she literally gnaws the instrument in frustration.
Nothing less will be tolerated than straight A’s and professional sounding music from the fingers of her daughters -- even if it means constant drilling accompanied by screaming matches until early hours in the morning. This tiger mom will prevail because she is convinced that she and she alone knows what is best for her children.
Maybe Amy Chua’s parenting style concerns you, but is there a chance that you and I also fall into the trap of wanting things for our children that perhaps pushes them too far.
There is a different movement that is beginning to make waves in our society around our understanding of success and our drive to help our children be successful. Vicki Abeles, a lawyer became concerned over the pressure she saw her children under and took a long look at our expectation around how our society interprets success, especially when it comes to schooling. She has created a documentary that is showing around the country, which asks whether our policies like “No Child Left Behind,” and “Race to the Top” are actually counter productive.

The documentary is called “Race to Nowhere” taken from the comment of one young man who was interviewed. He described his hectic schedule of school, homework, sports, community involvement and all the other things we say are important to get into a good college, to get a good job, to be successful, is simply a “race to nowhere.”
Vicki Abeles cites that we are raising a generation of students who are anxious, depressed, sleep deprived, and unhealthy. She also talks about the fact that we pressure the students to perform – get good grades, be the best, be the top – but in so doing we are not encouraging them to learn, we are not preparing them for college or the real world. There are many students who get straight A’s through high school, even in AP courses, but often have to do some remedial work when they get to college because they study to pass a test, not to learn the subject matter.

It also seems that you must choose early what you want to be interested in because to pursue it one must start early and devote and inordinate amount of time to it. For instance, and I may be wrong about this, but around here it seems that if you are not part of a swim club when you are quite young and swim competitively when you are in elementary school, there isn’t a likely chance that you can say in High School, “Gee, I think I will try out for the swim team,” and expect to make it.
By comparison to what some of these kids go through today, I was quite slothful. But a singular commitment was emerging even then. I was on the tennis team in high school. I was also in the Physics club and I had the chance to go to the Physics Olympics in Pennsylvania. The only problem was it fell on a day when we had a varsity tennis match. So I told the coach that I would like to go to the Physics Olympics and asked to skip that match. He said, “Sure! But if you do, you are kicked off the team.”
I was not that good of a tennis player. I played first doubles. Tennis was not going to be my ticket to the good life. Physics wasn’t going to be either, but at least it was an opportunity to try something new – to experience something different. The tennis team didn’t miss me.
We seem so driven to be the best, to be on top, that we have to narrow our focus and our interests at a very young age. We miss out on so much so that we can be “successful.”
Karla tutors in math. One of her students took the ACT and got a 29 on it, which I would have gladly taken. It also was plenty good enough to get into the schools that she was interested in. Her parents were so concerned that she get a good grade on the ACT that not only did Karla tutor her for her math, but they also had her go to an ACT tutor. When she got a 29 on it, they wanted her to take it again, and again, until she got over a 30.

In what rat race do we have our children in? And where is it leading them? It’s not just we as parents that are pressuring. The kids are pressuring themselves. It seems we have developed a culture where our children can only see themselves as successful if they get the straight A’s, get into the best colleges, make enough money to live in McMansions and provide a life style that is inordinately materialistic. 
Now there is nothing wrong in raising the bar high. I have a neighbor who says, “How do you know what you can achieve unless you push yourself? I agree. But it seems as though we raise the bar, then only define success not in the hard work of doing your best to try to reach the bar, but in reaching this arbitrary goal. According to “Race to Nowhere,” this definition of success has robbed our children of creativity, ingenuity, integrity, and joy.
Now this sermon is not about how you should raise your children, and it is not about evaluating our educational system. These issues I think are mere symptoms of a more significant issue – our Christian understanding about what it means to be a successful human being.

I love the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes from which our Scripture lesson comes today. Everyone knows Ecclesiastes 3 – “For everything there is a season and a time for every matter under heaven. A time to be born, a time to die…” You won’t find Ecclesiastes coming up in the lectionary very often. There are a great many people who wonder why it is in the Bible at all. But it takes its place among the wisdom literature of the Old Testament, and I am glad it is there.

It is pretty singular in focus. Its basic message is that everything we think is important isn’t. We work hard for things that don’t matter and have no enduring value. Work is burdensome and then we die. That’s life. It sounds awfully cynical and pessimistic, and I suppose on some level it is. But it is also truth telling. Life is short. Why do we chase things that don’t matter?

Isn’t that what the documentary “Race to Nowhere” is asking us to look at? I think Ecclesiastes 5 speaks directly to our futile notion of success – good grades, good school, good job, good money – that will make you happy. But the preacher in Ecclesiastes tells us that’s not true. And the fact of the matter is, we know it’s not true. “He who loves money,” Ecclesiastes says, “will not be satisfied with money. He who loves wealth will not be happier when they become wealthier. Ecclesiastes seems to question our very definition of success.

Could it be we are really on a race to nowhere – that our priorities are misplaced? And if so, then how do we get on the right track. How do we join the race to somewhere? Well for that you will have to come back next week. 
In the meantime, enjoy the running. Just be careful about what race you are in. Amen.
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