Catholic Newspaper of the Diocese of Belleville, Ill.
A Catholic Young Adult Connection

A Fresh Take

Faith: A Fresh Take

March 26, 2015

The Teenage Stereotype
Teenagers often get a bad rep. They
are known as moody, self-centered,
freedom-seeking individuals who think
they know it all even
though most assume
they have no life experiences as of yet.
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WORLD CLIMATE: Villagers paddle along a branch of the Pomeroon River in the interior
of Guyana March 15. The Catholic Church supports the efforts of scientists to study the
causes and effects of climate change and insists governments and say businesses must
get serious about specific commitments for protecting the environment.

Story of the Prodigal Son a Reminder
of Simple, Nonjudgmental Love
It was a chilly March night, but as
we gathered around the fire pit on the
patio, it seemed that winter’s back had
been broken and we
were on the cusp of
spring.
Our three children, and our new
granddaughter, were
home for a long
weekend, and we
were observing our
family tradition of
sipping a libation
under the moonlight even if it meant
bundling up against the Midwest’s persistent north wind.
We and our kids live in four different
time zones, so we must observe traditions when we can. There’s nothing like
the warmth of fire in the darkness to
bring out laughter and good conversation.
The next day, with my guests asleep
upstairs, I was struck that the day’s
Lectionary reading was the story of
the prodigal son. It’s a favorite of mine,
filled with valuable lessons about parenting and family and forgiveness. The
prodigal’s father is one of Jesus’ most
descriptive portrayals of God, and how
can we not marvel at such a description
as we gasp at the idea of such a God?
If you haven’t spent time with the
story of the prodigal son this Lent, I
suggest it would be worthwhile (see
Luke 15:11-32).
The father rejoices even as he sees
his son in the distance, the son who
has done everything we parents would
be appalled at. He has squandered his
share of the family wealth in a life of
debauchery. He has resorted to tending pigs -- unclean in his tradition -- and
even coveting their food. How does the
father feel when he sees this disappointing offspring far off on the horizon?
He feels unbridled joy and forgiveness.
Often, when I read this story, I pic-

ture myself as the son, stumbling home
starving, embarrassed and well aware
of my sinful stupidity. Sometimes, I
identify with the older brother. I’ve
been so faithful, I’ve stayed the course.
Why not kill the fatted calf for me and
not this spoiled brat of a brother?
But anyone who has ever been a parent can also identify with the prodigal’s
father. Parenting teaches you a lot
about love. Jesus uses the father to say:
This is how God loves you, and this is
how you should love.
My kids are all adults now. I love
them dearly, but like any parent, I’ve
occasionally disagreed with a lifestyle
choice or been tempted to offer direction where none was appropriate. How
many of us have scars on our tongues
from the times we’ve refrained from
ill-timed nagging or disapproving comments or the unhelpful “I told you so”?
As I sat at morning prayer and
thought about the prodigal’s family
relationships, my eyes drifted out the
window to the cold fire pit and the
empty patio. I thought of how proud I
am of the love that my children have
for one another. I appreciated how
they work to arrange their schedules
so that they can visit at the same time.
They love to be together. They keep in
touch. They extend this loving attitude
to extended family and to large networks of friends.
I can’t imagine any one of them as
the older brother. Instead, I imagine
them running down the road to welcome a sibling home, ring and sandals
in hand, lots faster than I would. Like
the father, no questions asked.
St. Ignatius of Loyola reminds us
to find God in all things. Sometimes,
in this weary world, that’s tough to
do. But I realized God had been in our
circle that night around the fire pit,
and I felt a lot of gratitude for simple,
nonjudgmental love.
— Effie Caldarola
(This column is part of the CNS
columns package.)

This could not be
the furthest thing
from the truth. Yes,
my teenagers can
get moody and may
make me want to
pull my hair out on a daily basis, but
for the most part, I also know that
they are caring, genuine individuals
wrapped in a mess of confusing feelings. They have strength beyond what
most people do as adults to grapple
with heartache, peer pressure, academic challenges and adjustments
while juggling part-time jobs with
school work.
During this time, teenagers are
often struggling to discover their spiritual beings. They question their faith,
ask critical questions about life and
seek out ways to live faith-filled lives
on their own terms.
The misconceptions about teenagers
can be detrimental to this very important time of discovery and growth. For
example, I recently shared an article
with my 18 and 19-year old students
while teaching a composition course.
The author of the article claimed that
teenagers (anyone under 20) has no
concept of stress. The author went on
to claim that teenagers skip through
life thinking that every single obstacle
is the end of the world, when in reality,

they have not experienced any form of
stress that is real.
My students were outraged and so
was I. In a class of 15, one of my students had lost his mother to cancer at
16; a second student battled leukemia
from age 3 to 6; another student lost
his home in a fire last year; and one
more student was kicked out of her
house at 17 and is supporting herself
through college. If these experiences
were not stressful, I’m not sure I want
to know the real meaning of stress.
My own children have endured their
own forms of stress at 14 and 16. They
are children of divorce and have to
pack their bags every other weekend
and travel from one home to their
father’s; they both juggle honor roll
grade point averages while completing daily chores and participating in
sports that require practice four days
a week. My teenagers have lost close
friends to tragedy and grandparents
to illness. They have been bullied at
school, felt isolated from friends and
have coped with heartache from those
first loves.
Teenagers know stress. Teenagers
live with stress. Teenagers are strong
individuals who do have life experiences.
Yes, they can be moody and test our
patience, but with a little faith and
guidance, we can help them through
just about any challenge they face.
— Shannon Philpott
Shannon Philpott is a freelance
writer and college journalism instructor, but most of all a mother of
two teens. You can see her work at
www.shannonphilpott.com.
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A girl presents flowers to Pope Francis as he arrives to lead his general audience in St.
Peter’s Square at the Vatican March 18.

Fresh Take: a way to look at faith from a different perspective
This is an online-only page dedicated to young adult Catholics, their
interests, their needs, their challenges
and their faith.
We want to give young adults
something to “chew on,” to think about
when they’re looking for something
more than an on-line horoscope or the

latest star news.
This page offers columns we believe
will interest our young adults. Let us
know.
Email us at cathnews@bellevillemessenger.org with questions, suggestions or for more information.
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