I have been practicing for several years now the use of “I”, the voice of the first person. I will be doing so today in my sharing with you. Please accept that I believe that “I” am the only person I can truly be responsible for. Please also accept that the use of the first person has helped me to understand my authentic self. That being said, I do not want to assume the responsibility for “you.” My intention is to share, using “I”, and hopefully to invoke meaning in the shared reality that we here co-create. And when I use “we”, it is a prayer that “I” am part of, and have work to do, with the greater “we.” 

Looming Large

June 17, 2007

By Darwin Honeycutt

Today is the day our nation officially recognizes its fathers. 

The movement to honor fathers followed the one to honor the nation’s mothers. And even though the movement to honor fathers once a year started early in the 20th century, Fathers Day did not receive official status until the administration of Lyndon Johnson -- in the mid ‘60s. Johnson was famous for pulling dogs’ ears, the Great Society, and refusing to pull out before the job was done (i.e., Vietnam).

So, where is fatherhood in June of 2007?  

Fathers are becoming increasingly irrelevant. 

From my office in tiny Stuart, Virginia, and from the boys that my daughter, Samantha, brings home, I can see that fathers are more and more absent from the family portrait. They are present less and less, not influencing, not guiding boys into manhood.   

Samantha’s boy friends appear very ill at ease around me. They do not make eye contact, they do not talk unless spoken to. They are not hostile, just not there. So I asked Samantha what was going on. She said, “You intimidate them. They do not know how to act around you. They are not used to having a father around.”  

In my counseling practice, it is rare to have a father present, or even in the house, of my clients. Oh sure, there are men present -- too often mom’s current boyfriend who may or may not be viable long term. And there are many young clients who are being raised by grandparents, usually a female grandparent. 

Many of the single mothers of my clients seem to invite controlling, dominating men into their lives to “father” their children. The biological father will not see his children, or is being kept away by mom out of the anger that has built between herself and her childrens’ father. I also have a number of clients whose mothers never intended for their child’s father to play an ongoing role in their child’s life -- sperm being all that was wanted. 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

In a culture that is youth focused, if not obsessed, we are not demanding mature masculine energy from our fathers OR sons. 

Disclaimer: in this context I am using “boy” to mean immature male who has chronological maturity. 

We are not evoking manhood from our boys. As a result, we are promoting Boy psychology. As the line goes in “Hotel California,”    … “she has a lot of pretty, pretty boys, she calls mens.”

“Boy” stuff is known by:

1) Acceptance and cultural transmission of abuse and violence -- both among men and from women who are accommodating the Boy psyche.

2) Passivity and weakness.

3) The inability to act effectively and creatively in one’s own life

4) The inability to engender life and creativity in others.

5) Vacillation between both poles: inability to act FOR one’s self or engender creativity or empowerment in others.

If this sounds like old-style patriarchy to you, you’re right. It is. Old-style patriarchy is Boy psychology institutionalized.  Old-style patriarchy is still alive and well – in the current administration, in far too many corporate executives (which you and I subsidize), and in most of Christian America. 

From the feminist perspective, patriarchy is essentially abusive and is incapable of possessing gentleness, love and relatedness. Therefore, feminine logic went, patriarchy must be overthrown if those virtues are to be evoked. Perhaps you have witnessed one effect of this -- male bashing. A lot of it floats around the internet and appears on TV. 

My wife, Donna, used to send me regular internet chain mail that bashed men. Finally, I insisted that I receive no more men-bashing emails or chain mail. So she stopped the vast majority of it, and she started tempering what she sent me with how women sabotage their own quest.

I easily understand and celebrate the joy of newfound empowerment. So, in the early days of feminist ascendancy I, too, celebrated the rise of strong feminine energy.  For, after all, sound feminist thinking also was liberating men, as well, from outmoded stereotypes.

But then I began to hurt … hurt that the qualities of relatedness, love and gentleness were being denied me because of my gender. Other men hurt, also, and began to assert that patriarchy “is NOT the expression of deep and rooted masculinity.” These men began to assert that deep and rooted masculinity is not abusive. Old-style patriarchy was the expression of the immature masculine. It expressed a masculinity that was -- to borrow a cliché -- stuck in adolescence.

Moore and Gillette, in their book, “King, Magician, Warrior, Lover,” contend that what is missing in men today is not … “connection with the inner feminine … “ No, we are being overwhelmed by the feminine. What we need is more of the mature masculine. And far less of the Boy psychology. 

Unfortunately, much like the story of Iron John, wherein the prince’s mother holds the key that will release the wild man, Iron John, some mothers are not motivated, not capable, of evoking mature masculine energy in their sons. This is one of the reasons why the ancient practice of initiation is so important.   [I believe that]  that is why initiation of our boys must be done by men. 
[Personal anecdote about stubbornness]

I both loved and feared my father. I grew up in a male-dominant household. He was the punisher, the enforcer of rules, the God purveyor. When he died in 1992, I felt both sadness and relief. 

My father’s greatest gift to me was that, having been raised in a family with an alcoholic, abusive father, my father decided that alcohol was not to be a part of our lives. Thus, in growing up, I never had to fear that my protectors would be too impaired to keep me safe, or that their personalities would be twisted by alcohol (or other substances) into abusing, destructive monsters. 

My father’s greatest wounding of me was that, having embraced Christianity as the best safeguard against the evils of the world, when I rejected his God, I also felt cut off from his love. He chose to damn me instead of hold me in his love. 

So, as an adult, when I reached my own generative stage of development, I returned to organized religion (can I use that phrase with UUs?). And I chose a religious system that shunned the damning God of my father. I was a rebellious son, and I joined a heretic, rebellious organization of liberal religionists. This is the connection between my father and my chosen god. 

So I wonder … how is your God the product of the relationship with your father?

Did you choose one that damns, or one who can embrace your fullness? 

Did you choose one that is so removed, that he is unknowable?

Did you choose one that, no matter how hard you try, you cannot please?

Did you choose one that is never the same twice, that is constantly changing form, sometimes becoming monstrous, or sadly comic?

What is the connection between the love of your father and your chosen God?

Neil Chethik, whose words I read at the beginning of today’s sermon, is a UU friend who resides in Lexington, KY. He is an author and was the former director of the UU Mens Network, a network of men that seeks to explore and uphold the mature masculine spirit.  And quite a few having undergone an initiation process, as have I. 

Neil’s book, “FatherLoss,”  is drawn from his interviews with hundreds of men (myself included) about how the deaths of their fathers affected them -- what changes it effected in their lives and beliefs and feelings. 

Not all men, of course, react in the same way to the death of their fathers. Reactions are as varied as the human spirit. 

So … the question becomes archetypal: What do we want from our fathers? What is it for which we yearn?
It all seems to boil down to this. 

What we want from our fathers is a BLESSING.  

