






Fatherhood and the Holy Name of Jesus

Father Gary Selin

In the Gospel we have heard the description of Jesus asleep in the boat on a stormy lake. The Apostles are terrified. They see no other chance of survival except by calling upon Jesus: “Teacher do you not care that we are perishing?” Jesus wakes up and says to the storm: “Quiet, be still.” The storm ceases and the good Lord then says to them: “Why are you terrified? Do you not yet have faith?”

In our Catholic scriptural tradition, the boat often signifies the Church of Christ (e.g. Noah’s Ark as symbol of the Church). Thus in this Gospel story, we see the image of Christ being in command of His Church in the midst of storms. Jesus remains in the center, guiding the Church to the safe harbor of heaven, even when it seems that He is sleeping and has let the Church drift astray.

Also in our Catholic tradition the family is called the “domestic Church,” with the Christian father having a Christ-like role in the family. On this Father’s Day weekend, we pray for you fathers as you guide your family safely through the storms of life into the harbor of heaven. Your strength and confidence as leader of your family will be an act of love for your wives, and will be noticed and absorbed by your children.

Along these lines I remember the story of a young girl, about 7 years old, who fell asleep in the car as her family was returning from a long road trip. When the family arrived home, the father lifted his sleeping daughter from her car and carried her upstairs to her bedroom. On the way upstairs she woke up and at once felt secure in her father’s arms. She really was strengthened at that moment in her confidence in her father’s love for her, and consequently, in her beauty and worth as a beloved daughter. When, in later years as an adult woman, she ran into a difficult situation, she would recall the strength of her father’s love for her as particularly expressed during that one evening in her youth. That memory gave to her the strength to be strong in whatever storm that she had to endure.

Fathers, if at times it seems that Christ is gone, don’t worry: call upon Him when He seems to be sleeping or absent. The Apostles learned this truth of the importance of an increasing trust in the power of Jesus. There would come a time, however, after His Ascension into heaven, when they would learn to use the power of his name, “Jesus,” to calm storms, to cast out demons, to heal the sick, and to deliver from all forms of evil.

Fathers, you also have this power to invoke the power of His name as a protection and intercession for your family.

What great strength there is in the Holy Name of Jesus! The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches:

“But the one name that contains everything is the one that the Son of God received in his incarnation: JESUS. . . . The name ‘Jesus’ contains all: God and man and the whole economy of creation and salvation. To pray ‘Jesus’ is to invoke him and to call him within us. His name is the only one that contains the presence it signifies” (CCC 2666).

“The invocation of the Holy Name of Jesus is the simplest way of praying always. When the Holy Name is repeated often by a humbly attentive heart, the prayer is not lost by heaping up empty phrases, but holds fast to the word and ‘brings forth fruit with patience.’ This prayer is possible ‘at all times’ because it is not one occupation among others but the only occupation: that of loving God, which animates and transfigures every action in Christ Jesus” (CCC 2668).


Fathers, with the name of Jesus in your hearts and on your lips, why fear anything? Trust in Jesus and take to heart the words of Pope John Paul II, which summarize in many ways the message of his pontificate: “Be not afraid!”

Do not fear those things that can harm your body but cannot harm your soul (cf. Mt 10:28). St. Augustine wrote in his City of God: “Evil men fear what cannot harm them: war, pestilence, sickness, and barbarians.” We Christians do not pull back from those things attack us physically; rather we fear only sinning and separating ourselves from the Lord God. St. Louis, king of France (after whom the city in Missouri is named), once wrote to his son: “My son, I would rather see you die than for you to commit one mortal sin.” What great love St. Louis had for his son in teaching him that union with Jesus and the precious gift of heaven are inestimable goods that must be preserved at all costs.

Fathers, invoke the name of Jesus for protection of your homes. Write in your own hand the Holy Name and place it above the main door of your house. You will see that the presence of the Holy Name will be a great protection against evil intruders, fire, and the invasion of all types of moral evil, provided you have faith in His Name.

When you wake up in the morning, at once call upon the Name for blessing and protection of your family. In your own words, pray something like this: “In Your the Holy Name, Jesus, I ask you to bless my wife and children…may we all be protected from all evil today and may we grow together more and more in the love of Jesus Christ.”

The Holy Name of Jesus can be a great protection against the temptations against purity that may enter into your home. When you feel temptation, say: “Jesus, pure and humble of heart, make my heart like Yours.”

The Mother of Jesus also can help you in preserving purity in the home. I know from experience and from another’s testimony about the power of Our Lady against Internet pornography. I encourage you to put an image of the Blessed Virgin Mary on your computer as the desktop background or “wallpaper.” This image of Mary is really powerful and will remind you and your family to pray to her whenever you step inside the World Wide Web. Further, be strong and insist that all computers in your home be placed in common rooms (not in bedrooms), so that you and your family will not fall into temptation because you all are outside of the gaze of other family members, whose presence at times can be your best safeguard against pornography.

Are you worried about your work and finances like most fathers right now? Consecrate your work to Jesus and call upon his name. Do not fear about your money. Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta once said to a priest who was stressed about finances: “Don’t worry: God has a lot of money.” Isn’t that the case! The Lord may be allowing this financial trial in your life in order to purify you, for many men easily get puffed up and proud because they become too attached to money. One cannot serve both God and mammon (cf. Mt 6:24).

One of the few times that Jesus referred to someone as a “fool” was when he told the story of the rich man who tore down his barns in order to build bigger ones: “[The rich man said to himself]: ‘Now as for you, you have so many good things stored up for many years, rest, eat, drink, be merry!’ But God said to him, ‘You fool, this night your life will be demanded of you; and the things you have prepared, to whom will they belong?’ Thus will it be for the one who stores up treasure for himself but is not rich in what matters to God." (Lk 12: 16-21).

Can any of you by worrying add a moment to your lifespan? If even the smallest things are beyond your control, why be anxious about the rest? (cf. Lk 12:25-26).

Simplify your life and say name of Jesus repeatedly with great love, and then you will find that you will accomplish more work in less time, with greater detachment from money. Time will slow down for you and you will see that spiritually and humanly you will be more at peace and will always be able to provide for your family. Further, the good angels will help you get things done even when you are unaware that something is getting done.

Thomas Edison had a house that he filled with many of labor saving devices that he invented. Once he invited a couple to the house in order to show to them these inventions. At the end of their visit he asked them what they had thought. They were overall very impressed, but they did complain to him that they had trouble opening the gate that led into the front yard. They asked: “Can you not invent a gate that is easier to open?” Edison smiled and then said: “Oh, that gate! Let me explain: every time you open that gate you are pumping ten gallons of water into the tank on the roof.”

In the same way you will go about your daily work in union with Jesus, and at times you will exert great effort without seeing the fullness of the positive impact that your work has on people around you. This is the Christian apostolate: to go doing about good as Jesus did (cf. Acts 10:38), even when you are not aware of it.

Thus are some of the ways you can fight against the storms of the world and the flesh that pound against the boat of the domestic Church, the family. How about the storm of the devil? Against the Evil One we pray to God for protection: “Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil.” The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches us that the first meaning of evil is the Devil: “deliver us from the Evil One” (cf. CCC 2851).

If you ever sense evil in the house or work, such as spirits of anger, of envy or discord or lust, pray the name of Jesus for deliverance, Who will give you strength against the Evil One. I can personally attest as a priest that the demons fear the Name of Jesus. And so use this name with great confidence in casting out the evil influence of the demons from your family.

Further, as father you are the leader of prayer in the family. I encourage you to lead your family in prayer, such as praying Grace before meals and the family Rosary. “The family that prays together, stays together.” The Rosary will help to break evil influence on your family. The devil and his minions have no chance against you if you surround your family with this chain of prayer, particularly in the Hail Mary when we pray the Holy Name: “Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb Jesus.”

Once while exorcising a demon, an exorcist pulled a Rosary out of his pocket and immediately the demon cried out: “Take away that chain, take away that chain…the one with the Cross on the end. She whips us with that chain.” On another day, the demon said: “But you are so few who say it [the Rosary] compared to the whole world! It is just as well for me that it should be so, because it harms me.” Indeed, St. John Vianney called the Rosary the scourge of the devil. Therefore Christian man and father needs to take up this spiritual weapon in our fight against the powers of hell.

Fathers, our decaying society is making life increasingly more difficult for you. Your boat is in the storm and Jesus may seem to be asleep. You feel nailed to the Cross, and the world is trying to beat you down, emasculate you, fashion you into a harmless nice guy. And through this all you may feel all alone.

Now, then, is the time to bond closely with your fellow Catholic men, and to “push for the summit.” Call upon the Name of Jesus to give you the love of the His Sacred Heart, and let Jesus heal your heart through Confession (but to be healed, you must forgive your own fathers, either living or dead, of their offenses against you). Make the reception of Holy Communion the very center of your week, and then you will know better what it means to be a Christian father: to lay down your life for your family in imitation of Christ, Who laid down His life for the Church.

Finally, the greatest gift that you can give to your children is a profound love for your wife. I repeat: the greatest gift that you can give to your children is a profound, Christi-like, sacrificial love for your wife. For your children learn about human and Christian love from watching how you and your wife interact, how the two of you love each other.

Do not let the waves of fear, anxiety or doubt overwhelm you. Trust in Jesus and the power of His Name, and be not afraid. St. Bernard wrote: “Write what you will, I shall not enjoy it unless it tells of Jesus. Talk or argue what you will, I shall not relish it if you exclude the name of Jesus. Jesus is to me honey in the mouth, music in the ear, a song in the heart.”

May the name of Jesus be in your heart and on your lips. Follow the venerable Catholic custom of bowing your head at the mention of the Name of Jesus, and breathe this Name in your prayers, and then your heart will slowly be inflamed by the fire of His Sacred Heart, and thus you will help Jesus to reclaim the world for Him and help establish His Kingdom

Let us help to reestablish the Kingdom of Christ with the same spirit and zeal that led Robert the Bruce (the same historical person depicted in Braveheart) to inspire his troops to victory, although in an indirect way. Bishop Fulton Sheen tells the story of how Robert the Bruce wanted very much to join the Crusaders in their fight to liberate the Christian holy places. But in 1329 he died before he could join the expedition. Just before his death Bruce asked his friend, Sir James Douglas, to remove his heart from his dead body and to take it with him on the Crusades. Sir Douglas followed his friend’s wishes and placed Bruce’s heart in a leaden casket, which was then take by the Crusaders.

Sometime later, during a particularly intense battle outside of a fortress in the Holy Land, the Crusaders were being beaten back by the Muslims and were losing courage. The battalion leader of the Crusaders, seeing that his troops were losing courage, asked for the heart of Robert the Bruce. Then standing up tall before his men in the midst of battle, the leader held up the heart above his head and shouted: “Where the heart of Bruce goes, there go ye!” And he threw the heart of Bruce over the wall of the fortress, thus rallying the troops to go on to conquer the fortress.

Men, go forward now from this church, with the Holy Name of Jesus on your lips and in your heart. And take the Heart of Christ, throw It into the world, and so regain your courage that you may go out to win the battle against the kingdom of darkness and help reestablish the Kingdom of Jesus Christ. Amen.

St. Joseph and Fatherhood

by Father Gary Selin

The subject of a man’s heart, his masculinity, fatherhood, is among the most important topics today.

We are all formed by our fathers: our personal characteristics, such as the way we walk and talk, etc.

This was is true of Christ, for He received from St. Joseph the formation of His sacred humanity. Let us imagine the way He watched Joseph in the carpenter shop, in his business dealings, but most importantly, how he spoke to and treated his wife, Mary. This had a lasting impact on Jesus, who learned how to be a man from Joseph.

St. Joseph is a man’s man: silent, but strong. Not wimpy and weak TV dads such as Homer Simpson.

Single and married men today are so confused about their own masculinity. The world and Satan want so much to destroy authentic masculinity. For a large part they have succeeded.

St. Joseph: Protector of the Holy Family

St. Joseph was a fighter, a protector, who fought his way to Egypt, where there he protected his family from the darkness of pagan culture/religion. Joseph was the Guardian of the Redeemer.

Who is the guardian of your family? Today in the USA, the average child spends 4-6 hours in front of the TV. How much time does this child spend with his or her own father? 15 minutes of quality time. By the time the child graduates from high school, he will have spent more time in front of the television than in front of a teacher in the classroom.

A noted politician once said: “Good parents try to instill good values at the dinner table only to have at that same evening the idiot box tell the child that the parents ought to go ‘pound sand’.”

One way or another, the father is going to have to confront this problem, and not run away. This is serious: there is a battle for your child’s soul now.

Fathers, pray with children. You are the primary educator in the faith of your child. It is so important that be the spiritual leader of your family.

You also need to sacrifice time and interests for children. [tell the story of Harry Chapin, who wrote and sang “Cats in the Cradle”. Explain the lyrics of the song, as well as the sad story that he himself did not learn a lesson from the song, but instead got too involved in his music career and did not heed the pleadings of his wife to come home as spend time with his son. Harry Chapin died in a tragic car accident before he was able to get know his son.]

St. Joseph: Married Man, Husband of Mary

St. Joseph was a battler. He was also a lover. For us to understand “man”, we also have to under “woman”.

St. Joseph did. Mary and Joseph had a real marriage (although celibate). Two hearts never loved each other with more authentically pure and passionate love. This is hard for us to understand (since we are sinful) that the realities of love and passion can be wholly pure. But it is possible with God’s grace.

The masculine heart has troubles opening itself to others. The man is wired differently. He doesn’t spend spare time on the telephone, speaking about relationships. He is more head than heart, more goal-oriented than relationship-oriented.

That is why he needs woman, who is, really, the center of society. In fact, the level of civilization is due to the level of its womanhood: the nobler she is, the nobler he has to be to merit her love. What power!

Now every man wants a beauty to save, some woman to fight for (this is true even of celibate priests, who desire to battle and sacrifice for their spouse, the Church).

Every woman wants to be fought for, to be noticed, and loved. Each woman has a beauty to unveil. Notice how little girls put on pretty dresses to be father’s little princess; twirling around on in flowered dresses. She does this not only to capture her father’s attention but also his delight. This is so formative in a young girl’s life. It gives to her an identity of being loved and cherished.

[tell story of young girl, 8 years old, who fell asleep in the car, and woke up to feeling herself carried in her father’s arms; this gave her comfort for the rest of her life].

For both sons and daughter, when they move into pre-teens and teens, the father’s role becomes so central and critical.

The adult woman also needs this: to be loved and cherished.

Married men, you once had a goal: to get married. You have reached that goal. Is this all? Have you since moved on to others things, more goals to reach? Is there no more adventure in your marriage?

Remember, the woman has to be continuously captured, saved, loved, cherished. To do this, the man needs to open his heart to his spouse, to become vulnerable, and to express his love not only in actions, but also in words.

Single men, now is the time for you to purify your hearts, fortify yourself with prayer, prepare yourself for this vocation if God indeed is calling you to it. Share your gift with others, particularly the poor and lonely.

Intimacy takes sacrifice; it can be painful. There is an easy way out for those men who do not want to pay the price for intimacy: pornography. This is a surrogate for authentic intimacy, and is a real emasculation. It makes the lost, lonely man feel like a man without ever requiring a thing of him. He gives nothing yet takes away everything. The woman is used, seen as an object. [story of teenager who saw his father, in the middle of the night, viewing pornography on the computer; from that moment on, he could never trust his father; “if he does not love my mother and live his marriage vows?...”]

Where is the battle for beauty here? How has he laid down his life for his beloved? Or rather isn’t it a betrayal?

The Wound

Loneliness. This can be a sign, an effect, of the wound due to an absent, distant father in the man’s childhood (absent either physically, emotionally, or spiritually). This occurs not only in the inner city, but also in the suburbs. I think that all men in some way have a wound from their youth due to the faults of a father (alcoholic, abusive, scornful, neglectful, too busy, etc.).

Masculinity is bestowed by the father or father-figure. There is no substitute. A woman cannot give it to him, although she can enhance it in him.

Many men with these wounds constantly try to prove to themselves and to others that they have what it takes to be a man. But at the bottom of their hearts, they have doubts. Fear of failing is what drives so many men otherwise successful in the world’s eyes. They did not receive this support and confidence from their father growing up.

Thoreau one wrote: “The mass of mean lead lives of quiet desperation.”

Look into your hearts: do you, as a single or married man, feel that you constantly need to earn love, to be made worthy of admiration, because of a wound received from your own father?

It is so important that he allow this wound to be healed.

[Recall scene from movie “Field of Dreams” where Kevin Costner meets his father and asks him to play catch with him.]

Then you need to forgive him. If he has wronged you, forgive your father, whether he lives or has passed away, as much as it may hurt. It may uncover more wounds and pain, but it is necessary for healing. Love him.

This brings us, as always, to the Answer. Jesus Christ is the answer: He heals all wounds, particularly in the sacrament of Penance, where He reaches deep into your soul with the healing touch of the Holy Spirit.

[also mention prayer, Eucharist, and recapturing the graces of the sacrament of Matrimony].

Single and married men: look to Joseph, so quiet, firm, strong, manly. He in turn points us to our one, eternal God the Father.

Do you fathers remember the first time your child called your “Daddy”, “Dada”? Do you recall the joy that sprung up in your heart when you heard this word? The same is true when we say “Our Father”. Our Father loves to hear this same cry from our hearts. It makes His heart burst with joy.

Father Gary Selin

St. John the Beloved Church

3/19/06, Solemnity of St. Joseph

Note: the notion that each man has three desires (an adventure to live, a battle to fight, and a beauty to save) was taken from “Wild at Heart” by John Eldredge.
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My wife bore, and we raised, five children. It involved to some extent heroic action. By heroic, I refer to, as the dictionary has it, "extraordinary achievement involving valor, enterprise in danger or fortitude in suffering." The extraordinary achievement, of course, is our children's formation. The experience has left me numb, but foolish enough to offer reflections on parenting.



Not for the Faint of Heart



It often seemed like we were guiding our children between the Scylla of modernity and the Charybdis of our own inadequacies. Somehow, we made it.



Fatherhood is not for the faint of heart. It asks normal men to engage in extraordinary sacrifice. Fathers, in partnership with their spouses and in union with Christ, raise children. This task is active, quite different from that implied by the misleading phrase "having children." Kids are not something we "have" or even "acquire" - like a second home, sports car or disposable gadget. Rather, they are the fruit of marital love, requiring energetic and deliberate involvement. In exercising fatherhood, we imitate the self-giving, life-giving characteristics of our Heavenly Father.



Some years ago a colleague's father died. He was a pillar of the community and throngs of people showed up to pay their respects at his funeral. Speakers rose one after another and extolled the benefits his life had conveyed on the commercial and civic life of the city. At the end, the preacher informed the audience that the decedent was also a good church-goer and family man. Not one of his boys spoke.



The funeral was dignified, liturgically sound and well attended. Yet something seemed amiss. It inspired the hope that at my funeral, if anyone spoke, it would be my children. If in their remembrances they mentioned that my life had meant something to them and that they had been loved, my soul would truly rest in peace.



Showing the Kids They Matter



Fatherhood must be lived intentionally. A country song said it well, as country songs tend to do: "There's two dates in time that they'll carve on your stone/ And everyone knows what they mean/ What's more important is the time that is known/ In that little dash there in between/ That little dash there in between." To live intentionally means to purposely place your children near the center of "the dash there in between." Our lives should reflect, and our children need to know, that they matter.



Appending kids to a crowded list of things to do reflects a failure to grasp the magnitude of the father's mission. Our children are the priority list. The tension arises when the priority list conflicts with the reality list. Try as he might the father whose profession requires him to travel or otherwise spend long hours away is not going to make every one of his children's plays or sporting events.



However, there exists a subtle difference between the guilt-assuaging last-minute airport purchase and the intentional gift. The latter says that they were never far from his heart while he was gone. Parenting classes can teach techniques of good fathering, and they are not to be scoffed at. Yet a focus on the mechanics tends to obscure or substitute for the necessary commitment of the heart. Children have an innate ability to ascertain the authenticity of parental action. They can read the heart. So an important component of intentionality is that it is not so much what we learn to do, but what we care to do.



I can think of a few examples of intentionality that seemed to really impact my children.

In law school when the kids began to come, Saturdays were set aside for them. We instituted a family tradition, now going into its twenty-third year, that I would take the kids out to breakfast and my wife would get a break. As the number of kids grew, the tradition was refined. Each child had his or her "turn" to order from the menu while the others shared plates of pancakes. During this Saturday morning meal, I would get a chance to dive deeper with them, and they in turn felt free to share thoughts with me. Some of our most meaningful dialogue came during these breakfasts. Over time, my children have let me know that "Saturday Breakfast" mattered: one child wrote about this family tradition for her college application essay; all the returning college kids have expected the Saturday breakfast routine to continue - often exposing roommates and other friends to the tradition; they would arrange their sleepovers on Saturday instead of Friday so as not to miss breakfast; and even my silent-type, sleep-deprived fourth child makes sure she and I are up on Saturday morning.

Another intentional tradition attempted to redeem business travel. Choosing a different child each trip, we would arrive the night before, seek out a "Holidome" type hotel with indoor pool, enjoy the evening together – often shopping or attending a sporting event - get the work done the next day and travel home together. At the age of 12, the "big" talk would occur (I have diagrams to prove it).



In June, I would travel with the whole clan. We timed the travel to coincide with the playing of the major league baseball All-Star game. We would watch it into the night - some stayed up later than others. In the scope of a lifetime, these individual and group trips seem comparatively small. But I suspect in our children's minds, the sense of intimacy these trips occasioned is significant.



Birthdays were always emphasized. We tried by our emphasis to say to each child on his or her big day, "you are remarkably and uniquely you, and we love you." We made the birthday a day of individual attention in the context of family togetherness. This became increasingly difficult as schedules multiplied and kids left home. But we always began and ended the day focused on the birthday girl or boy. And our older ones have kept it alive by making sure to call or otherwise meaningfully connect with their sibling.

To teach the corresponding lesson that despite the specialness of the child, the world did not revolve around them, we surrounded them with siblings and taught them that there were limits to our provision of their material desires. We established a co-pay system by which they would be required to pay half of any non-essential item they wanted. Among the many lessons learned were delayed gratification, the value of money, the necessity of hard work, and ultimately the realization that the material good sought after was not a prerequisite to happiness.



All of these approaches, and many others, were designed to communicate life lessons in a natural, inconspicuous manner, reiterating the message that kids mattered.



No Wasted Days



By virtue of their position, fathers will inspire. Gordon MacDonald, in his book The Effective Father, captured the inspirational reality of fatherhood. He tells the story of John Boswell, the famous biographer of Samuel Johnson. As an adult, Boswell frequently recalled a day he went fishing with his father. He often reflected upon the many things his father had taught him during the course of that fishing trip. A researcher decided to check the father's journal to see what reference he may have made to this event. The journal entry said: "Gone fishing today with my son; a day wasted." The father had unknowingly impacted his son for a lifetime. He not only touched a boy's life, but ultimately affected the world. Anybody who has read The Life of Johnson knows the great contribution Boswell, the son, made to the world in creating a record of the life and thought of that eighteenth-century giant, Samuel Johnson. But Boswell's father was clueless.



We so often are clueless. MacDonald's story resonates with me. When my oldest son was seven, we made a trip together. I was scheduled to argue a case in the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals in Baltimore, Maryland. Walking out of the courthouse after a challenging oral argument, I turned proudly to my son and asked: "Bobby how did I do?" His nonchalant response was deflating: "Dad it's kilogram not 'key-lo-gram.'"



The rest of the trip, a series of less-than-successful sight-seeing efforts, was equally deflating. The paddle boats at the Inner Harbor were harder to paddle than they looked; the trip to Memorial Stadium in lieu of the closed Camden Yards was anticlimactic; the Orioles had to pick this week to play out of town; and the service at the pizza place was slow. Exhausted, we got back on the road for the long ride home. My sense of defeat soon turned to victory. Sitting next to me, my son exclaimed: "Dad, this was the best day of my life." Being a father, there are no wasted days.



They Are Watching Every Move



We must be aware that observant children follow closely the things we say, but especially the things that we do. All of us are familiar with the poem "Little Eyes Upon You": There are little eyes upon you and they're watching night and day. There are little ears that quickly take in every word you say. There are little hands all eager to do anything you do; And a little boy who's dreaming of the day he'll be like you.



This was brought home to me recently when my oldest daughter, a journalism major, wrote a "profile" of her father for her class paper. Seemingly she had noticed everything: from the trivial - my favorite take-out orders, silly jokes, and the brand of beer I drank; to the more sublime - how I treated other people, how often I went to Mass, and what message I left them when I dropped them off for school. She had remembered it all. What an incalculable gift I received when I read the concluding sentence of her profile: "[My Dad] is a man of contradictions on paper, but not to those who know him. He may be a tough lawyer, but he is a father in every decision he makes and everything he does." Whatever else we do in life, make no mistake: in our kids' eyes, we are fathers.



Conscious that a child's eyes and ears are upon us, we can influence the course of a life. Whether it is being faithful in prayer and Mass attendance, participating in pro-life activities, choosing a career path for meaning over money, or treating a spouse with love, we model the message for our youngsters. Our child's conception of God as a loving father, and his sense of relation to those around him, will be influenced by his experience with us. Will it be the embrace of a loving father or the cold shoulder of a distant and disapproving authority? Our actions matter more than words. Well it is said that that we preach the Gospel everywhere and sometimes have to use words. It is the wise father who senses the eyes and ears of the world in the little one holding his hand, and conducts himself accordingly. Wiser still is the man of integrity who, away from his children, so lives his life that he would not be embarrassed were his child with him at that moment.



Yield the Experience to God



When fathers act intentionally, with the purpose of influencing and inspiring children, a counter-intuitive thing happens. God instructs the father. Years ago, a middle son was playing AAU basketball and things were not going well. His coach kept calling him by the wrong name. His playing time decreased with every scrimmage. He was losing confidence. Early in the season, the team traveled to High Point, North Carolina, for a week-end tournament. I found myself staying in a flea bag hotel, away from my family, watching other parents' kids play most of the time. Between games, I drove to High Point College seeking solace in the chapel there. I began praying for my son.



My tri-part petition was that he would not be hurt by the experience; that his participation on this team would draw him closer to God; and that I would yield the experience to God. Fast-forward three months and the prayer is forgotten. There are 15 seconds left in the national semi-final game and the team is down two points. Unexpectedly, the coach inserts my son into the game and calls a play for him. He comes off a pick in the deep corner and shoots a 3-pointer. Swish!



I don't actually remember leaving my seat on the top row of the bleachers but I found myself hugging my son on the court. In the parking lot after the game, the music is playing and the African-American teammates and their families are dancing. My son joins in but I wisely resist. It suddenly hits me - my prayer. My son had not given up, but rather spent the summer shooting hundreds of shots every day. The athletic adversity prompted him to seek God in prayer. Now when he remembers that (often painful) season, he remembers only the final shot. When I got off my knees in that chapel, I knew I had surrendered my son's experience to God and experienced His peace. In His amazing generosity, He blessed us with a father/son moment to match all others.



People often accuse me of reducing all of life to a sports analogy. But this vignette sums fatherhood up for me: a father's pain watching a child deal with adversity; a realization that the father's influence, effective as it might be, only goes so far; a growing acceptance of one's impotence to eliminate the adversity, transforming gradually into a recognition that the tribulation is meant for growth; a realization that the son will have to find his own way, and in the process encounter Christ; and finally, the father realizes, late, that all along, his Father has been teaching him. And the lesson has been love.
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