THESE KIDS TODAY

After one of their weekly meetings campus ministers participate in a taped discussion
for Sooner Magazine on a favorite subject and a chief concern: the university student

Shields: Rabbi, you've been longer than
the rest of us, would you have any com
ments on students today compared with
those you've known in past years?

Eppstein: Well, that's like casually drop-
ping a mountain on my shoulders. |
could make a lot of comments. I don’t
know whether students are any different
today, but they certainly seem different.
Maybe it's merely a difference of man-
ners and superhcial fads. Or maybe it's
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a sign I'm getting older. They don't
seem as serious as they have in the past
Not that they CVET WEre very serious,
Ross: Don't you feel that they're better
educated than the generations before
them? I can't help comparing them to
my generation.

Eppstein: 1 don't know. I find most of
them don’t seem to know anything.

They don’t know who Browning was,

or I'll mention a passage from the Bible

that vyou assume evervyone Knows and
I'll make a re-
his blind

| they stare back at me, blindly.

they nevel "\.Il-; it, Or
ference to \11]?:!!1,\‘I.I('.ll\;!l__:l-':
ness, and
Gibson: But they can tlk about
things in terms

ing and related fields that leave me

of sciences, 1n enginecr-

gasping for a way to communicate with
them. | think they generally may have
blind spots as far as their being ['It’[ﬂffd
for a liberal arts education, however.



Viginton: This is part of our problem,

:'pa.rt of our reason for being here is
o channel their interests and this seek-
o for knowledge into the area of re-

gs: | think in any student gener-
ation there's going to be a certain num-
or of goof-offs, and probably it's a
onsistent percentage of the student
But 1 would agree with Father
that by and large the student is
much better prepared—that is, the good
student—than my generation was.
Ross: 1 attended an English class this
g and I was impressed and really
¢ amazed at the precision of the
stions and the concepts that were
dealt with. | know my experiences
been the same as yours, Rabbi. |
perhaps the kind of things they're
ested in are different today. In terms
literature they read James Baldwin
ad of Robert Browning.
Eppstein: But isn’t there something hor-
 rible about a generation that doesn’t
know anything about Browning—I
‘don’t mean to sound like a Browning
‘buff—not even to know he was a poet?
Scruggs: Who's Browning ?
Eppstein: I think they're interested,
but I think they're just out of touch with
the past. They're simply not in the cul-
~ wral tradition we have. It's as if they
were people from another planet.
Scruggs: They're certainly more exis-
tentially oriented—more to the moment
—to what’s happening around them. I
find students in all divisions of the
University who are quite literate polit-
ically and fairly sophisticated as to
what's going on in the world, students
who reveal real thought, concern and
quite a bit of reading. And perhaps they
do spend more time reading contem-
porary authors, but these are the people
who speak to them. Maybe they're more
self-centered than other generations and
are less interested in the historical per-
spective, but they’ve got a lot going for
them that we didn’t have in terms of
their ability to use their minds. They
have the intellectual tools. It's a matter
of motivation more than anything else.
Webb: I think the student today has
been orphaned. For two reasons. First,
our increased prosperity has allowed us
1 be lulled to sleep as far as any concern
for the past, and second, the increasing
anonymity of each individual has given
him a sort of defeatist attitude. So many
80 about as an atom bombarded from
many sources, never having much time

or energy or concern for anything but
getting through this day and readying
themselves for tomorrow. This has left
us orphaned, I believe, in our percep-
tions, separated from any understand-
ing of our heritage.

Ross: It seems to me they ask different
questions. Again, you wonder what
sort of tricks memory plays on you, but
it seems to me that the basic question
that students asked themselves 20 years
ago was “What am I going to do with
my life?” The question today is more
basic, one of personal identity: “Who
am I?” This seems to be the question
they ask, and you have to talk to them
differently.

Wiginton: Do they ask it in a pessimis-
tic way?

Ross: 1 wouldn't characterize it as pes-
simistic. I would say in a confused way.
Scruggs: One of the things here that’s
important is that for the more sensitive
student is a very real sense that he’s
living in the 2lst century. He's antici-
pating what’s coming, and the guide
lines and traditions of the past are to
him, whether we agree or not, irrelevant.
The space age, the nuclear threat, the
technological breakthroughs, social
change—this is a new world that’s
emerging, and yet he keeps asking this
question, “Who am I?” It’s an age-old
question, and he’s caught, it seems to
me, between these two. If he's at all
sensitive, he knows he’s a child of the
past and a citizen of the future. And the
future is bearing down. This is one
reason for the pressure in school, a
lot of which the university puts on and
lot of which the student puts on him-
self because he’s caught in this tension
within himself as he senses what's hap-
pening in the world.

Eppstein: They don't realize the past is
part of the present and also part of the
future. They don’t understand that
“tradition” is the word and not “past.”
They’re not interested. It’s finished; it’s
over. We're plunging into the future,
but you can’t work into the future with-
out, at least in a healthy way, heeding a
heritage.

Scruggs: I think we've short-changed
them to a certain extent. This tradition,
particularly the religious tradition, has
been put to them much too categorically,
much too simply, and I think they’re
rejecting the past in the way it's been
interpreted to them. I find when they
get hold of an exciting history professor
and begin to delve into the solid tradi-

tion of the human story and things be-
gin to open to them, they see guide lines
to the future. But in many cases when
the contemporary student breaks with
the past, he’s making a legitimate break.
Wiginton: We shouldn’t lead them to
break with the past just because it was
simple. There are many simple things
that need to be carried over to the pres-
ent. For instance, many of the carthy
teachings that our parents taught us.
The ethics and moral teachings of the
Scriptures can be presented in a simple
way so that people without a college
education can understand.
Gibson: There's one thing I'm con-
vinced of in terms of describing students
at OU or students as I have encountered
them from other campuses. They can-
not be described as “they.” You can
break them down into numerous cat-
egories. You can talk about the particu-
larly alert students or the ones here to
get a degree and not concerned about an
education or those here for social rea-
sons. You can't talk about these groups
in a single “they.”
Eppstein: True. And I think we all
could agree that the greatest satisfaction
we have in our work is in working with
the individual.
Webb: One of the things that concerns
me is what 1 would call a moral rela-
tivity. Combining the loss of a heritage
with existentialism in a free society
where individual freedom is stressed
—these have come together and lodged
in what I would call a moral relativity.
We have relativized any absolutes that
the culture ever had whether it was
God or laws or whatever and at the same
time we have absolutized the relative in
terms of one’s own individual rights.
The end result is a mutual irresponsi-
bility. I'm the first one to state that |
don’t think campus clergy should be
moral guidance clinicians, but as a
minister of God | am extremely con-
cerned about this moral relativity and
what I would call moral individual
chaos that is now present. It's not com-
ing. It's with us, and where we go from
here is a very serious and ominous ques-
tion.
Alexandre: | think we should examine
why the student should be in the posi-
tion of an orphan. If it's related to the
fact that he's going through a transition
from the world of absolutes to a world
of relativity, then when does this transi-
tion occur? When he first comes to col-
Continued on the next page

21



THE REV.JIM SHIELDS, Methodist

lege? Is this some sort of condition in

high school now? I don’t know. I think

perhaps when one comes to college,

there’s a big jump—a big break—and

a lot of students who have been living

csscnil

in a communal world governed

_ill\ by parcnts :('i‘t] agamnst the abso

lutes that have been forced upon them.

They want to be able to analyze the

situation and see whether these stan
dards are worthy of being considered
absolute. They're willing to throw them
off HI!H;‘](I(‘E\ in their investigation.

Webb: | think this is one of the miscon
cephions ol [lh!.l_"_ We make the assump

non that when students come to colle

thev are :!'.!‘-!:I;: a world governed by
|:‘.'!':11'~. ”u'\lft' not. The PETINISSIVENCSS
ol parc nts, the absentee :‘I-'l:'.'!. the need
parents have to be .l--(':,'Z!:l. by their
children have led to a student who long
betore he ever arrives on campus is

totally --l]'i.\.m:wi as far as any absolute

are concerned. And the \Ii.l‘.fk}l 1 as
guilty here as the parents and anyone
clse.

Shields: Are you saying this is true
here 1n the Bible Belt?

Webb: Jim, I would sav it is wide spread.
Shields: Some of us might think we see
some kids who come here who have
had strong homes, who have had guide
lines, and Norman's statement talks a
little more to this situation than it might
in other places. I
Webb: I think probably the urban cul
ture hasn't hit as much here.

Shields: Not as much as some other
areas, but | think it has.

Gibson: I'm thinking at the same time

that you point to absentee fathers, I am
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RABBI VICTOR EPPSTEIN, Jewish

thinking of students who are rebelling
against arbitrary fathers, fathers who
have given the person no opportunity to
exercise his own judgment. You've got
both of these I:':lli_;_'\ present,

Eppstein: Children always rebel ag

their parents. That's an old, old story.
Burt there w a the {

heard as much as the par the
minister, the teacher. Today who 15 the

person heard most?

Webb: Hugh Helfner.

Eppstein: Well 1 don’t know their

names, but they're the fe Hows o1 'V
i'.lr Are 1 sOrt OoF e e
HKINE and i ¥ nea ]

en become \ e what tl tua
llr‘.'r' rsing (8 i | i
sntjus 1 different « I (
culture which has washe« ) ‘
thing else. I think Webb is quite ol
[hey didn’t have it when they can
flect on the religious life, t I I

use that term and I don't like 10 use
[f they have a problem with absente

parents then going back to the ba

structure of the father being

of the house and a kind of Go -1ma g

it appears that besides an absentee parent

weve also got an absentee God. The

most we can expect, then, as spiritual
ur;'il.m\, with at best a \lL‘E'l.IEIH'T: rather
than a :.t1h(‘!. 15 to be stepsons.

Scruggs: 1 think we've got a dee
problem than just parents as

» SLU
feel that the parental patterns we have
seen that cause problems with students

these anxieties—are based in out
time and are new. I think we've got 1o

accept the fact that this is a new world

I'HE REV. WILLIAM ROSS, Catholic

roblems that have never been

some of the uliimate ques
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in a context that is really
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o was really dist
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tion. Then you had the advent
[ hate to get mundane about
this was a technological ad-



THE REV. DON GIBSON, Christian

vance which had a tremendous impact
upon our culture. These kids now have
freedom, freedom no other kids have
had. '”lt" arc the hrst teenagers, the
first 13- to 19-year-olds in the history
of the world who have been allowed to
establish their own culture. And they
will resist any cfforts to impose on that
culture and dictate to it. The Beatles are
a symbol of this. It's madness, you
know, but it’s theirs. They've been cut
adrift and have responded with a cul
ture of their own. I think what we find
in the colleges is an effort to articulate
what they've been doing all along.
Ballard: 1 would like to come to the de-
fense of several signihcant pockets of
our so-called unculture, and 1 think 1
could agree with the illustrations you
might give, Rabbi. It seems to me quite
natural that this generation responds
the way Americans traditionally have re
sponded to history. And by tradition |
mean the factor of the frontier which
allowed persons to forget history be-
cause of the necessity of the present.
Eppstein: They thought they were for-
getting it. A man like Thomas Jefferson
might reject tradition but he was the
product of tradition.

Ballard: And I grant you this, but you'll
have to admit that Americans have in
essence rejected history as any valid in-
terpretation for the present. This is, like
it or not, part of our civilized tradition.
Eppstein: Henry Ford.

Ballard: Yes. We may not like these
illustrations but they are nonctheless
our tradition. It's been carricd down to
the children’s children. And now we're
seeing the result. | think this has been
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THE REV.TRAVIS WIGINTON, Baptist

aided by so-called traditional religion
in which, for instance, we're able w0
decide a certain thing, namely decipher
our situation, forget our past and start
a new life. We've seemed to settle on
this particular element within tradition
al American religion. | think this has
enhanced the dubious tradition which
America has inherited. And now, quite
frankly, the present generation couldn’t
care less about the Browning the elders
knew. Today James Baldwin writes
about the Browning generation, describ
ing what elders who knew about Brown
ing did to other elders who didn’t know
about Browning. And perhaps these
significant pockets—and Berkeley 15 an
{‘\.“I]i‘l(\ Aare rl'l"-.l[ll.l!l“\',: ll“.' ”“.'Alﬂ“lg.
the narrow meaning of freedom and
calling for a redehnition of what it
means to be an American in freedom.
And, of course, they went to excesses,
we could say. All nght. But that doesn’t
explain the meaning of Berkeley. And
I would like very vigorously to defend
these pockets which 1 think are very
encouraging. I'll grant that at OU
they're a very small remnant.

Gibson: | have found a deep fear on the
part of many students in the area of
entering into meaningful human rela-
tionships. That is, really exposing one-
self to another—his deep desires, his
longings, his ambitions. | think you can
explain this in a lot of ways, but I'd be
interested to know if anyone else has
discovered such a fear.

Webb: The motto of the National Flor-
ist Society is “Say It With Flowers,” and
I think this is indicative of a group of
people in a society who perhaps fear

THE REV. DON SCRUGGS, Presbyterian

being sensitive, fear losing their virility.
Ross: This is one of the crises of ident-
ity, I think, because if you're not sure
who you are, you don't want 1o expose
this to anyone else. And yet they talk
about this more than any other genera-
tion has.
Webb: Well, to get scriptural, love your
ncighbor as you love yourself, and if
you can't love yourself as it applies 1o
self-knowledge, you can’t possibly con-
vey anything to one another.
Scruggs: There is a tremendous sense
of fear, but it's grounded in reality
as far as the sensitive students are con
cerned. They recognize the potentiality
for good and evil, and it scares them to
death as it does many of us. They can
sce the path of both destruction and
salvation. They know how to get on the
path of destruction. They've seen it
personally, politically, every other way.
But they don’t know how to get on the
other path. This is the point at which
they reject tradition because the tradi-
tion is why we're where we are.
Eppstein: Don, what are they afraid of ?
We've always had fear. That hasn't just
been invented.
Scruggs: Oh, no.
Eppstein: When | was young, we knew
there were things we ought 1o do. We
had a sense of duty, and we were afraid
we couldn’t live up to it. That's what
we were afraid of. Now they're not
afraid of not living up to some standard,
because they don't have that standard.
Gibson: I disagree. Many of them still
do. For instance, in talking about mar-
riage, I've found many to be deeply
Continued on the next page



THE REV. ROBERT WEBB, Episcopalian

concerned. They don’t want to end in
the divorce court or to go through life
pretending they're happy.

Eppstein: Are they afraid they won’t be
happy or that they won’t make someone
else happy?

Gibson: Both. Many aren’t sure they
can contribute to the happiness of an-
other, and vice versa. One told me,
“You know, my well being as a person
doesn't depend upon any one other per-
son. For me to enter into marriage is to
limit myself in inding my major fulhll
ment as far as human relationships are
concerned in this one whom [ marry, |
don’t want to have to depend on one
person. Such well being comes from
many people.” That's the concept this
person had whether it's an accurate
concept or notL.

l'lppstcin: This certainly is the death of
God, 1sn’t it? When all a person worries
about i1s himself, his fulfillment, his
happiness—no concern for any values
outside himself. And this is what we've
been pointing to all along. This break-
down of tradition, religion, heritage,
call it what you will. It's a concentration
on self, the worst kind of egotism.
Shields: There’s another question I'd
like your comment on. How do you
proceed in the ministry in a campus sit
uationr

Scruggs: With fear and trembling. The
situation we've described points up the
context we work in, and I'd like to ap
proach this by talking about something
[ believe to be relevant. Granted there
are a lot of students who are this wishy-
washy Protestant type—come
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when

NORMAN ALEXANDRE, I-R Council

you want to, don't come when you
don’t and so forth. And there are stu
dents who respond to our work, grow
in it and become responsible members
of the religious community and respon
sible citizens when they leave here. But
I'm thinking of another group of stu
dents—the ones making today's head
lines. The Berkeley students, the civil
rights participants, the Peace Corps
sttu]t‘[lh. These |'»('(|}lir_' as | h‘|‘.<' known
them in a sense are saying, some of them
quite articulately, something important
to the religious community. And that is

-I].I}I!L.

at the mess we have. We work here in

take the civil rights struggle

Mississippi and Alabama and every
\\ht‘r(' ‘lnil the Breatest opposition we
get is from people who quote the Bible
and say they are Christians. We reject
this tradition. If you can show us in one
way or the other where this tradition
is relevant to this struggle then I'll listen
to you. But then and only then.” |
agree with them that this is a legitimate
rejection and venturing into newness.
And | believe students respond to the
Peace Corps rather than church mis
sions for the same reason. It's more rele
vant to them.

Eppstein: You're talking about a very
small percentage of this generation.
Scruggs: But these are the people—I"m
convinced —who are going to be the
leaders of the next gencration. 1 think
we must take these people very serious
ly in our work.

Eppstein: Some who will be leaders
wouldn’t have dreamed of being in the
Peace Corps. You're talking about the

I'HE REV. CLAY BALLARD, Methodist

Berkeley people, the protests, the picket

lines, about a small group carried away

in a present-day fad. It'll be something
else 1n hve years.

Scruggs: | believe < with
those in technology, are on the frontiers
of the future. It's with these we need
o work. Not to overlook the others but
LW ] ' AWAre of thas sensivity

Webb: The availa ity ol the

pastor to the students i1s essential i
\i.'_.",, rfi:\. gOCs a need to i'-"'..-\.‘. AL |"_t-'!‘.1
you arc :...!-,!'.__; with. II; I'I!||' ‘-:\‘!]:'I-_j:'
ministry we must sce that the '.“1;[‘5 ol
God 1s conveved intelligentlv: it must
be well thought out and, pardon the
expression, “-:-;.ulmi:\.k!' 1.

Gibson: 1f by sophi vou mean
that it has to be put on an intellectual

kind ot

"'-.i\l-\ r'r Al represcnts !}U.

Cp mve --":__;_1-'.|u-:_ that g0Cs on
in the rest of the students’ academi
!.".<'~. then I would sav, ves.

Eppstein: There's also room for naive
1-(1';-1.". too. We don't expect the world
Lo Consist :i}[]l{':‘. ol ;'::nfi{.?;:.ll\.

Gibson: | would a

Shields: An interesting comment was

gree,

made one time, and | think you've said
the same thing in another way, that
Kitty in Gunsmoke is a good example
of a campus minister. That she is at her
place of business where she's always
available to sit down and talk. She has
the time, she's present and that this is
part of what she considers her job. It's
a personal kind of ministry. You could
say this is the Gospel according to Gun-
smoke.

Eppstein: Amen. END




