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This Sunday is Father’s Day when we honour the role of fathers and promote the positive role that men can play in fathering young people to live respectful and healthy lives. 

As a father myself, I know that there is no such thing as a perfect father. We all make mistakes in our parenting, and let our spouses and at times our children down. Some fathers are distant, others absent, preferring the role of ‘the provider’ rather than the ‘nurturer’. Other fathers turn out to be violent and destructive, but most of the fathers I know try hard to be a good parent. One of my friends grew up without a father as a role model, and I wondered how he would ‘live into’ the role of a father, but he has done a really marvellous job. He has always made the effort to listen and support his son and daughter, and at times to challenge them. I think his mother did a wonderful job of raising him and giving him an example of good parenting. However, the role of father has changed a lot over the years. At one point the father was seen mainly as the bread winner, and certainly not the nurturer, and would rarely if ever change a nappy. Most dads today learn that task pretty quickly!

I had a very warm and loving relationship with my father. I admired and looked up to him. He had come from a large, hardworking farming family who emigrated from Ireland well before Second World War. They had a hard life working the land up in the Mallee and when war was declared my father enlisted and served in the North African Campaign where he was captured by Rommel’s troops just outside Tobruk. He spent several years in concentration camps in Italy, Austria and Germany. Because he was a Warrant Officer he was given the task of handing out the Red Cross Parcels in the POW Camp. He could have kept the chocolate or cigarettes for himself but instead he chose to take the marigold seeds which he planted around the barbed wire enclosure. Some of the men thought he was crazy but in the spring the marigolds brought colour and hope to the grey prison they lived in. I hope that this Father’s Day may serve to help you remember the positive influences of your father.

In the church we are often encouraged to look to biblical figures for good examples of parenting, and the name that comes up most often is the name of Joseph, the husband of Mary. Matthew tells how Joseph was betrothed to Mary and is devastated to hear that is pregnant. Understandably he jumps to the wrong conclusion. When everything seems to fall apart, God steps in and through a dream sets Joseph straight. As a result Joseph takes Mary into his life and family, protects her, loves her and remains dedicated and faithful to her throughout his life. As such he is regarded as the patron saint of all stepfathers. Of course, Moses is another – regarded as the father of his people, and I’m sure that he would be the first to say how he also learnt from his mistakes. Luke gives another picture of fathering in Jesus’ story of the prodigal son. The Father in that story is intended to prompt us to think of God as a loving and patient Father allowing us to make mistakes, but always ready to forgive and lead us to a fuller and more complete life when we ‘come to our senses’. For me people like Desmond Tutu of South Africa, George Macleod of the Iona Community, and my own father-in-law’ Les are among the many who have played a fathering role in my life, and for that I am grateful.

There is a lot of discussion today about the role men can have in nurturing boys and young men especially in how to relate respectfully towards women. I am grateful for the men I have known and respected in my life for the way they have modelled an attitude of respect toward all people whatever their gender, race or faith.
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