FROM THE PASTOR: July 25, 2010


The July 5-12 issue of America magazine, borrowing from a 6/14 lead story in the “NY Times,” reported in a news brief entitled “Dream Daddies” on recent primatology research which shows that adult male macaques (a breed of monkey) carry their infants on their back in order to acquire social status and to bond with other males.  Apparently, “infant cuddling is a nonthreatening way for male adults to interact in groups; it enhances social networking.”  If this is front-page news, it is because it remains a rarity in the animal kingdom.  Only 10% of mammal species even acknowledge paternity, let alone have adult males who actively nurture and protect their young.  

Apparently the very same 6/14 front page of the NYT reported in a separate article about human fathers in Sweden, who can now get paid “baby leave” from their work for two months or more.  First mandated by Swedish law in 1974, this paid paternity leave has mushroomed in popularity until 85% of Swedish dads now take advantage of the benefit.  “America” notes that “baby leave fosters bonding and allows dads to interact with one another in groups, but best of all it helps balance work and family life.  It may also strengthen marriage.”  Since 1995, Swedish divorce and separation rates have dropped, and joint custody of children has risen among divorcing couples.  Crediting Sweden’s “baby leave for dads” as social progress, “America” lamented: “Too bad it is still so rare that it also makes news.”


It is not really news to me.  I have reading in the area of “masculine spirituality” and participating in men’s groups and retreats for 25 years.  I am therefore not surprised in the least that men who actively nurture and bond with their children reap benefits not only for the children, but also for themselves as well.  

It is easy for us to forget that until the industrial revolution in the second half of the 19th century, day-to-day life itself afforded parents with a ready-made opportunity to forge a deep, enduring bond with their children.  Parents did not do this by “sharing their feelings” and encouraging their offspring to do the same.  Rather, they did it by attaching their children to their side, almost literally, from the time the children reached seven or eight years of age.  Boys were expected to work alongside their dads, helping out with (and thereby learning) farming or some other chosen profession.  Girls were similarly expected to assist their mother with the various aspects of keeping house.

As the 1800s drew to a close, more and more men took to working in mills and factories – that is, outside the home and at a distance from their sons and daughters.  When these men got home, often many of them were too tired to spend much “quality time” with their children.  The shape of family life and the script for parenting necessarily began to alter.  


A century and a quarter later, we have advanced considerably in our understanding of gender roles; and many women are now also working outside the home.  While this must largely be credited as progress, it has also contributed to weakening intra-familial bonds.  We have not been particularly conscious or proactive in creating new systems and structures for mentoring young people into mature adulthood.  As a result we are left, as Robert Bly notes in “The Sibling Society,” with “a culture of half-adults.”  Lacking credible (and available) adult role models, many young people look to their peers for how to make the transition from boyhood to manhood, from girlhood to womanhood.  No wonder their progress is often bumpy and inelegant.

Joe Ehrmann, who played defensive lineman for the Baltimore Colts in the mid-70s, is today an ordained minister who coaches high school football and works with his organization, Building Men for Others.  Ehrmann calls us back to basics.  Mature masculinity or femininity “ought to be defined in terms of relationships…  It ought to be taught in terms of capacity to love and be loved.  If you look over your life at the end of it…life wouldn’t be measured in terms of success based on what you’ve acquired or achieved or what you own.  The only thing that’s really going to matter is the relationships that you had.  It’s gonna come down to this: What kind of father [or mother] were you?  What kind of husband [or wife] were you?  What kind of coach or teammate were you?  What kind of son [or daughter] were you?  What kind of brother [or sister] were you?  What kind of friend were you?  Success comes in terms of relationships.”  

He goes on to argue that the only other criterion for mature masculinity or femininity “is that all of us ought to have some kind of cause, some kind of purpose in our lives that’s bigger than our own individual hopes, dreams, wants, and desires.  At the end of our life, we ought to be able to look back over it from our deathbed and know that somehow the world was a better place because we lived, we loved, we were other-centered, other-focused.”  (The Ehrmann quotes are from Jeffrey Marx’s book, “Season of Life.”)  Sound familiar?  I would suggest that the timeless wisdom of the Gospel of Jesus Christ points us in the same direction.
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