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Fathers are Important

“Bless me, even me also, O my father!” – The Bible

“When a father gives his daughter an emotional visa to strike out on her own, he is always with her. Such a daughter has her encouraging, understanding daddy in her head, cheering her on—not simply as a woman but as a whole, unique human being with unlimited possibilities.” – Victoria Secunda

When my children were young, in the three to eight year range, we used to play a game called Alligator. I would lay flat on my stomach on the living room floor as they ran by. My responsibility was to catch them. Although I was usually successful, if I missed them a few times, they would make sure I caught them on the next try. Once I caught them a wrestling match ensued as I “devoured” them while they were squealing with delight.

What do children need from their fathers? Probably the most important ingredient to successful fatherhood can be summed up in one word: “attention.”

I heard of a young boy who was constantly getting into trouble with his dad. This young boy was apparently quite a precocious and perceptive young man. When asked why he kept misbehaving, he said it was the only time his dad paid him any attention. Any attention, even punishment, is better than being ignored.

Neil Chethik, in a book entitled “FatherLoss,” reports interviewing 70 men about how they dealt with the deaths of their fathers. In the course of those interviews he asked: What makes a good dad? What does a son need from his dad?

Chethik summed up his findings using the word “affection.” In some of the examples from his interviews a negative interaction implied little affection, but at least the boy had his father’s attention.

Perhaps almost as important, this attention needs to have a physical component to it. We have all read of laboratory studies with animals such as monkeys where a newborn monkey is isolated and no one, human or monkey, is allowed to touch the baby monkey. The result is usually a physically underdeveloped and psychologically warped monkey, if it survives at all.

We see the same result with human babies and young children. Nurses in hospitals know the importance of holding the new born babies soon after birth. And lack of attention, including physical contact, as they are growing up causes serious personality problems.

Quoting from one of Chethik’s articles: “Some fathers show affection by simply talking with, and listening to, their sons. Others showed it by playing chess, checkers, and other games with their sons. Still others played catch, coached little league teams, helped with confirmation or Bar Mitzvah preparations, took their sons to concerts, ball games and the like. The key was to focus attention, especially on activities that the son initiates.”

Again from Chethik: “When a son doesn't get affection, in any form, from his father, the resulting wound can be deep and lasting. Second only to the abuser in generating resentment among the sons I interviewed was the faraway father, the distant dad, the patriarch who was unavailable or uninvolved. Whether the father meant it or not, the message to the son was clear: You don’t matter.”

As they grow older, Chethik sums up the need of the children from their father in another word: “blessing.” We must not only be attentive to our children, but we must affirm them.

A number of years ago, Gary Smalley and John Trent wrote a book entitled “The Blessing.” Quoting from the book: “No matter your age, the approval of your parents affects how you view yourself and your ability to pass that approval along to your children, spouse, and friends.” The mother is often the one who raises the children and her affirmation may be easier to acknowledge, but that word of affirmation and of value from the often absent father has a special significance.  
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