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Latin America Working Group’s Web
site: www.Jawg.org/colombia.)
Among other things, the letter calls
for the Colombian government to end
collusion between the Colombian
armed forces and paramilitary forces
responsible for severe human rights
violations. It proposes phasing out
aerial fumigation while increasing al-
ternative development, increasing aid
to the displaced and providing more
protection and assistance to them by

the Colombian government. The let-
ter insists that Colombia’s security
measures not undermine the democ-
racy they seek to protect and asks the
Colombian government to increase
efforts to protect threatened labor
leaders, religious leaders and human
rights defenders. The officials also
urge a step back from escalating U.S.
military involvement and call for ade-
quately funded drug treatment and
prevention programs in the U.S. o

A LETTER TO DEREK

Living into commitments

by Gilbert Meilaender

EAR DEREK: In my last let-

ter I commented on how ca-

sually I said yes when Mom

asked whether we should

agree to have you come into our

home as a foster child. A simple deci-

sion on a busy day, and it has shaped

the rest of my life—and yours. This is

worth our thinking about
together.

Suppose I'd never said

Often

been able to cut it off at a decent 18
years or so.)

But, of course, that’s not all. I'd
never have heard your cheerful
“good morning”—so regularly and
amazingly cheerful even at 6:00 A.M.
(And in general, I think, I'd have suf-
fered for not having such a cheerful

person around me all
these years.) I'd have
missed years of playing

yes. How would my life we are “pepper” in the backyard
have been different? 'd  already with you (until my right
have had more time to get commitied e’ll)ow finally gave out).
my  work done. 1 bef I'd never have seen a bed-
wouldn’t, at this point in e ore. room decorated for ITal-
life, have responsibilities we decide loween the way yours is.
P Yy
to a child who was still in what our I'd never have realized
school. (I still remember “goals” that there are people who

walking down the street
with Mom for “back to
school night” when you
were in kindergarten. T just began
laughing, hardly able to believe that T
was starting all over again—admiring
the art work, looking at the projects
and so forth.) I suppose if I'd not said
yes I might have had a little more
money to spend along the way, and
Mom would certainly have had far
more {ree time. (We also wouldn’t
have had a string of 24 consecutive
years of children’s piano recitals,
which may be a few more than any
human being needs. We would have

should be.

really sce how things
look, who can tell you
where the chimney was
on a house they saw once and can
sketch the way the front of a building
looked. 1t’s not likely that I'd know
who “Kenny G” is, nor that I'd have
had anyone around who shared my
simple joy of watching old videos and
calling out (in advance) different
lines.

In short, you've worked me hard
(and are still working me hard), but I
can’t imagine that I'd have laughed
nearly as much if you hadn’t been
around all these years.

9

There’s a more important point,
though, for us to think about here.
Much too often we suppose that the
way to live is to think through what we
want to do and then figure out how to
do it. People talk constantly about set-
ting goals. (Colleges and universities
love to do this, except they get even
more pretentious, talking about their
“mission.” How I dislike it.) Thinking
this way does not really prepare us
well for living as responsible people,
because the truth is that life seldom
works like that.

Much of the time we're already
committed in important ways before
we really decide what our “goals”
should be. And, because we're al-
ready committed, other people have
expectations based on those commit-
ments. The trick of Tife is not to figure
out who I am and then decide what
sorts of commitments such a person
should make. The trick is to become
the person who can carry out the
commitments I've already made.
Don’t imagine that the point of life is
to set goals. Think, instead, that its
point is to be faithful to the commit-
ments alrcady built into your life.
People who make goals central are
people who think the most important
things in life are consciously chosen.
People who make faithfulness central
are people who realize that, quite
often, our obligations come to us in
ways that are wnexpected, unchosen
and even unwanted.

You came into our home

and
then you just stayed and stayed—a lit-
tle bald-headed kid with glasses. 1
didn’t choose that or decide that
things should be like that. But some-
where along the way I gradually real-
ized that you’d become my son—and
that, therefore, we had responsibilities
to cach other. The task—and the
gift—then, is to recognize the fact and
learn to live up to its inner meaning, 1
think we’'ve managed that, and, speak-
ing for myself, I hope T last long
enough to work you as hard as you've
worked me.

Love,

Dad "
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