Putting Forgiveness First: the Essence of Godly Fatherhood

Good morning. My name is Noel McInnis, and I’m a recovering adult. I was born to be a beneficial presence in the world and a beneficial presence to the world. Yet in the process of growing up, my beneficial presence became adult-erated.

I could tell you a long story about what I am recovering from, describing how the adult-eration of my child-like beneficial presence took place – how the baby of my child-likeness got thrown out with the bathwater of my childishness. I would thereby join the general chorus of “ain’t it awfulism” that tends to characterize most recovery stories. Fortunately for all concerned, I’ve forgiven all of that and moved on. Forgiveness, Jesus taught us, is the essence of Godly fatherhood. Godly forgiveness takes two forms, the form of yielding love that is represented in Jesus’s story of the prodigal son, and the form of tough love that is represented in the following message that showed up in my e-mail box this week:

I asked God to take away my habit. 

God said, “No. 

It is not for me to take away, but for you to give it up.”

I asked God to make my handicapped child whole. 

God said, “No. 

His spirit is whole, his body is only temporary.”

I asked God to grant me patience. 

God said, “No. 

Patience is a byproduct of tribulations; 

it isn't granted, it is learned.”

I asked God to give me happiness. 
God said, “No. 

I give you blessings; Happiness is up to you.”

I asked God to spare me pain. 

God said, “No. 

Pain is the evidence of discord in your being

that your own power is sufficient to resolve.”

I asked God to make my spirit grow. 

God said, “No. 

You must grow on your own!”

I asked God for all things that I might enjoy life. 

God said, “No, 

I will give you life, so that you may enjoy all things.”

I asked God to help me LOVE others, as much as He loves me.

God said, “Ahhhh, finally you have the idea.”
The essence of Godly fatherhood is not that it takes over on our behalf, rather that it establishes the boundaries of the permissible, a point on which I shall elaborate in a few moments.

Instead of telling you the long story of my recovery in terms of what I am recovering from, I’m going to give you some forgiving generic versions of the recovery story, and then focus on what is being recovered – namely, the beneficial presence that resides in every one of us at birth and awaits its expression as we choose to forgive the adult-eration to which it was subjected as we grew up. 

Quite probably the shortest recovery story ever written is attributed to Swami Satchidananda, who has summarized and reduced all of the recovery stories that have ever been told into three brief sentences that total 13 words: “We started out fine. Then we got de-fined. Now we are getting re-fined.” 

· “We started out fine.” We are each initially endowed as a beneficial presence whose natural way of being is unconditionally forgiving.

· “Then we got de-fined.” We were each invited to forsake our natural child-like way of being a beneficial presence.

· “Now we are getting re-fined.” We are each in recovery of our natural child-like way of being a beneficial presence. 

We are each not only born to be a beneficial presence, each of us was born as a beneficial presence. Our natural way of being at birth is to be utterly forgiving. There is no unforgiveness in us when we are born. Every newly arrived infant is a beneficial presence devoid of grievances, grudges, resentments, and other unforgiving feelings about others, who welcomes everyone into its beneficial presence. The evidence of this truth is immediately at hand for every newborn child. When someone else’s finger was put in either of our palms – regardless of the person’s color, race, creed, gender, ethnic origin, size, appearance – we gently clasped it with our own fingers. We didn’t grab the presented finger, nor did we obsessively clutch, cling or otherwise persist in possessively holding on to it. We exercised no control over the offered finger, nor did we attempt to impede its departure. We gracefully enfolded its presence and just as gracefully relinquished it. This gesture is the primal hug, which someone has called the “Ur hug.”

Such are “rules of engagement” of our child-like beneficial presence: the primal hug of embracement and release. Although these rules of engagement were not consciously known by us at birth, we instinctively embodied them. We were tenderly and unconditionally acknowledging, accepting, and allowing of every finger that came to rest in either of our hands, for however long our gently enfolding clasp was invited, and we just as unconditionally surrendered to the finger’s passage at the instant it was removed. No matter whose finger, which finger, or how the finger was given, we unconditionally and trustingly welcomed it and then willingly respected its passage by gently surrendering to its departure. [Gregg Braden, I.E. pp. 12 -13]

Such is the beneficial presence of every newly born human being. Yet our child-like beneficial presence, as initially evidenced in our offering of the primal hug, is exchanged for an adult-erated artificial presence as we grow up, a presence whose acquisition of clinging and possessive rules of engagement constitutes our culture’s rite of passage into adulthood. Our only remedy for this plight of adult-eration is a mindful recovery of the initial rules of engagement – the primal hug of embracement and release – that each of us instinctively embodied and subliminally evidenced as newborns. 

These initial rules of engagement now await our conscious reclamation. 

Another generic story of recovery is told in one of my all-time favorite songs, composed by New Thought singer/songwriter Chuck Pyle. I have tweaked Chuck’s lyrics a bit, to more accurately represent my own particular case.

[Keep It Simple]

In honor of Father’s Day, I am now going to share some recovery stories that emphasize, not what we are recovering from, rather what is being recovered, namely, the forgiving quality of Godly fatherhood.

Two years ago the following story showed up in my e-mail Inbox:

When the house lights dimmed and the concert was about to begin, the mother returned to her seat and discovered that her son was missing. Suddenly, the curtains parted and spotlights focused on the impressive Steinway on stage. 

In horror, the mother saw her little boy sitting at the keyboard, innocently picking out "Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star." 

At that moment, the great piano master Paderewski made his entrance, quickly moved to the piano, and whispered in the boy's ear, "Don't quit." 

"Keep playing." Then leaning over, Paderewski reached down with his left hand and began filling in a bass part. Soon his right arm reached around to the other side of the child and he added a running obligatio. Together, the old master and the young novice transformed a frightening situation into a wonderfully creative experience. The audience was mesmerized. 

That's the way it is with us. We have a guiding Spirit that helps us accomplish great things. When we try our best in unison with Spirit, graceful flowing music evolves. 

So the next time you set out to accomplish great feats, listen carefully to that voice whispering in your ear, "Don't quit. Keep playing." 

St. Francis of Assisi was one among many famous persons down through history who clearly heard that voice whispering in their ear. During his pre-saintly incarnation as a monk, he was seen hoeing in his monastery’s garden by a neighboring disbeliever who baited Francis with a presumably disconcerting question: “Hey, monk, what would you do if you knew the world was coming to an end at midnight?”

Francis replied, “I would finish hoeing my garden.”

And then, of course, there was Jesus in the Garden at Gethsemane, who obviously heard the same voice whispering in his ear, “Don’t quit. Keep playing.” Jesus attributed that voice to his heavenly father, with whom he was so intimate that he referred to God as “Abba”, which was the equivalent in his language of our word, “Daddy”. 

Those who criticize Jesus for his patriarchal view of God overlook the fact that he is the one who transformed our image of God from of an unforgiving judge portrayed in the Old Testament to that of a forgiving father in the parable of the prodigal son. And he himself embodied that portrait. He didn’t just say, “I and the Father are one,” he demonstrated that oneness on the cross with his words, “Forgive them, Father, for they know not what they do.”

Another example of forgiving fatherhood comes from my own experience with a momentary prodigal son, and it has to do with the other half of forgiveness, namely, “Forgive them, Father, for they do not what they know.” It is always somewhat risky for me to tell this story, because it involves my five-year-old son’s use of what to what is widely considered the most offensive word in the English language. Of course I don’t say the word myself in recounting the incident, I only describe the situation that was created when my son used the word.

Many of you have seen the movie that plays several times each Christmas season about the little boy who wants Santa to bring him a BB gun. When he momentarily forgets himself and uses the most offensive word in the English language in the company of his parents, he gets his mouth washed out with soap. 

Even though it was Jesus who said that what comes out of our mouths that defiles us, rather than what goes into our mouths, I can’t imagine Jesus washing a child’s mouth out with soap. Nor can I imagine God commanding us to do so. That’s just another way to adult-erate a child’s beneficial presence.

Nor can I imagine myself washing a child’s mouth out with soap. So I instead applied the wisdom of the mid-twentieth century author, Thornton Wilder, who once said that those who truly love us mark out for us the boundaries of the permissible. My own story of forgiving fatherhood, therefore, is an example of marking out the boundaries of the permissible, during a situation that took place when our neighbor who was nine and a half months pregnant stopped in to have a chat with my wife and I. The subject of our conversation was her overdue condition, in the midst of which my five-year-old son, Scott, walked up to her, poked her in the tummy, and asked, using the most offensive word in the English language, “Did you ____ to get that baby?”

(Yeah, it was like that)

Our neighbor gasped and looked aghast at my wife, whereupon both she and my wife looked aghast at me, as if Scott’s ball had been tossed in my court and it was mine to deal with. I was quite clear, however, just where my son had tossed the ball, so I turned to the neighbor and said, “I believe the ball is now in your court” and looked from her toward Scott.

She gasped again, spluttered a bit, finally looked at Scott herself, and said, “Well …um…uh…y- yes…”

Scott said, “Oh,” and walked into the other room, leaving behind him the four of us who remained, the neighbor, my wife, myself, and our mutual consternation. Quite predictably, my wife made sure the ball got tossed into my court by saying, “You’ve GOT to do something about that.” Equally predictable, the neighbor thought of a reason why she had to leave just then, and my wife thought of something she had to do outside in the yard, so that there were now only three of us in the house, Scott, myself, and my own consternation.

Rather than confront Scott with what is not permissible, á la the judgmental God of the Old Testament, and by so doing further reinforce my son’s consciousness of the non-permissible, I chose instead to confine my “doing something about that” to marking out the boundaries of permissability. Though he had asked our neighbor the forbidden question with what seemed to be utter innocence, I wasn’t altogether certain about that. Nor did I suspect that he had willfully committed a known social crime. I therefore gave him the benefit of the doubt, and decided that he had been testing what for him were uncertain waters, I figured that what he needed most of all was some certainty about the waters that he had troubled.

What Scott required was the benefit of the perspective of one of my spiritual mentors, Ernest Holmes, who said “There is no sin but a mistake, and no punishment but its consequence. . . . We are not punished for our sins, but by them. Sin is its own punishment and righteousness its own reward.” Holmes knew, as did the secular philosopher, Robert Ingersoll before him, that “In nature there are neither rewards nor punishments – there are consequences.” What Scott required was some enlightenment about consequences.

I began by making idle conversation with him about whatever he was doing at the moment, and then casually asked him, “Did you notice what happened when you asked our neighbor about how she got pregnant?” 

“Yeah,” said Scott, “you all got sorta goofy.”

“It was very smart for you to notice that,” I told him, “because that’s the way almost all adults get when they hear a kid use the word ‘____’.”

“Oh,” said Scott.

“In fact,” I added, “most adults get a whole lot goofier than we did when they hear a kid use that word.”

“Oh?” 

Since Scott now seemed to be genuinely curious, I absolved myself of any residual notion that he had deliberately provoked us. Yet even if I was certain that he had, I would have proceeded in exactly the same way.

“Yeah,” I said. “And part of what makes us grown-ups goofy is that those who regularly use that word also get upset when they hear kids using it. For instance, if you were to use that word while playing with one of your friends, and his mother overheard it, she would probably send you home and not allow you to play with him any more, even if that’s a word she uses herself.”

“Oh,” Scott said again.

“So here’s my recommendation. If you stop using that word altogether, you won’t make the mistake of saying it when there’s someone within hearing range that will give you trouble.”

“O.K.” Scott said.

And last of all I added, “Your mother and I don’t like that word even when adults use it, so we don’t ever use that word ourselves. That word was never spoken in this house since we moved in here, until you used it a while ago, and we would both like to know that it will never be spoken in this house again. Will you help us with that?”

 “Sure” said Scott.

One major difference between the Judeo-Christian religious tradition and the New Thought metaphysical tradition is the difference between “Thou shalt not” and “Thou shalt”. Most religions tend to emphasize the sins of the non-permissible, while New Thought emphasizes only that which is within the boundaries of the permissible. Even though the Judeo-Christian tradition has within it all of the seeds that New Thought metaphysics plants, cultivates, and harvests in our consciousness, those seeds awaited the emergence of New Thought in the latter 19th century to be brought to their most practical fruition.

The seeds of which I speak are those that the Apostle Paul commended to the early church congregation at Philippi “. . . whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report . . . think on these things.” (Phil. 4-8)

“These things” comprise the boundaries of the permissible, the “Thou shalt” within which the fatherhood aspect of Divine Mind tells us, “Don’t quit. Keep playing.”  
Where fatherhood is concerned, it’s like everything else these days: reality just isn’t what it used to be. 

In 1900, fathers prayed their children would learn English.

Today, fathers pray their children will speak English.

In 1900, if a father put a roof over his family's head, he was a success.

Today, it takes a roof, deck, pool, and 4-car garage. And that's just the vacation home.

In 1900, a father waited for the doctor to tell him when the baby arrived.

Today, a father must wear a smock, know how to breathe, and make sure film is in the video camera.

In 1900, fathers passed on clothing to their sons.

Today, kids wouldn't touch Dad's clothes if they were sliding naked down an icicle.

In 1900, fathers could count on children to join the family business.

Today, fathers pray their kids will soon come home from college long enough to teach them how to work the computerand set the VCR.

In 1900, fathers shook their children gently and whispered, "Wake up, it's time for school."

Today, kids shake their fathers violently at 4 a.m., shouting: "Wake up, it's time for hockey practice."

In 1900, a father came home from work to find his wife and children at the supper table.

Today, a father comes home to a note: "Jimmy's at baseball, Cindy's at gymnastics, I'm at gym, Pizza in fridge."

There’s something going on today that is changing everything. Up until now it has been unseen . . .  [paradigm shift].

Fatherhood today – single dads – 

The more things change, the more they stay the same. Father who inspired father’s day.

*************

The Sayings of Jesus - Matthew 6:14-15

For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father also will forgive you; but if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.
Matthew 6:14-15

*****************************
*************

I asked God for water, he gave me an ocean. 
I asked God for a flower, he gave me a garden. 
I asked God for a tree, he gave me a forest. 
I asked God for a friend, he gave me YOU.
Are we giving them a stone?

*************

Joseph, the son of Jacob, grandson of Isaac, great grandson of Abraham, is

> the first character in the Bible who was not some sort of scoundrel.  In

> fact, he bore something akin to saintliness. He was a child of the later

> years of Jacob (also known as Israel) and consequently was probably loved

> more than the other sons.  Jacob had a long, beautiful robe made for him,

a

> representation of Joseph's preferred status in the household.

>

> That robe seemed to be the catalyst that set the older brothers against

> Joseph and caused them to sell him to some Ishmaelites, who were passing

> through the country looking for slaves.  Joseph was thus carried into

Egypt

> as a slave, while the brothers went home to tell their father that his

> favorite son had been killed by a wild beast.  Jacob was heartbroken and

> vowed he would go to his grave mourning his loss.

>

> Meanwhile in Egypt, Joseph was sold to the captain of the guard of the

court

> of the pharaoh.  Somehow, Joseph worked his way through the layers of

> Egyptian bureaucracy,sidestepped a seduction attempt by the Pharaoh's

wife,

> and eventually became second in command to Pharaoh.  It was a tribute to

the

> innate and capable qualities of this young man that he was able to do all

> this.

>

> Twenty years or so went by, and a great famine came over the land.

Joseph,

> who foresaw the famine, had launched a huge grain reserve program in

Egypt.

> People from all over that part of the world came there to purchase grain.

> Among the visitors were the brothers of Joseph.  He instantly knew who

they

> were, but they did not recognize him.  Joseph was deeply moved when he saw

> them and drew apart to weep. Without going into all the details, he

> eventually told his brothers who he was and invited them to go get their

> father and families and move into Egypt, where they could all live

together

> in prosperity and peace.

>

> His speech to his brothers is magnificent.  He tells them not to blame

> themselves for what they did, but to see it as a way by which God was able

to

> ensure their survival.  "You meant it for evil," he said, "but God meant

it

> for good."  So Jacob the father, after grieving for more than twenty years

> over what he though was the death of his favorite son, moved with his

family

> to Egypt, where he was reunited with all his sons and lived the rest of

his

> life.

>

> The story is told in beautiful and inspiring detail for a purpose.  In

> Joseph, for the first time in scriptures, we meet a man who manifests

loving

> godlike qualities, even under the worst circumstances.  In this story God

> appears as a Being of extraordinary kindness, mercy, grace and

forgiveness,

> emerging above earlier images of warrior and destroyer into a Being of

> absolute love, a parent who is graciously and mysteriously present in each

> moment and event of every life.  Joseph saw all that had happened in their

> lives as a testimony to God's purposive love.

>

> At this point, however, we could use a Paul Harvey to tell us "the rest of

> the story."  Think of the work that father and son had before them after

that

> reconciliation, as they began the process of rediscovering one another.

What

> about the older brothers, who were fathers themselves at that point?  What

> did they learn about themselves and ultimately about their father through

> that experience?  Were they all able to forgive and forget?

*************

> In the gospel of Matthew Jesus is reported to have said this:  "What one

of

> you, if your child asks for a loaf, gives the child a stone? Or if the

child

> asks for a fish, will give a serpent?  If you then, who are mortal, know

how

> to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Heavenly

Father

> (Parent) give good things to those who ask him?  So whatever you wish

people

> would do to you, do so to them."  (Matthew 7:9-12)   The wisdom here is

> almost childlike in its simplicity, but it is the foundation of Jesus'

> teaching and the truth on which all our lives are built.  Treat others as

you

· want to be treated.

*************

There is what a poet has called "a blessed fidelity in all things."  If we

> never pause to listen to our world, to ourselves, and to the mysterious

> workings of our relationships, we will never know the blessed fidelity of

the

> lives that we have been given.  And thus we will miss the faithful and

loving

> presence of God, who can turn what we call ugly or graceless into

something

> beautiful, who can transform the demons that plague us into angels that

guide

> us.

>

> The ancient wisdom from the Hebrew commandments can help us.  "Honor your

> father and your mother, so that your days may be long (good) in the land

> which God has given to you."  We honor and forgive our parents for our

sake.

> No matter who our parents were or what they did or did not do, they did

the

> best they could.  If they had known a better way they would have followed

it.

> We all need at times to go back and forgive our parents for their

mistakes,

> for not being perfect in all their actions and responses to us, for being

> human.  There are no perfect parents in this world.  There are only

parents

> trying to do the best they can in the only way they know how.

>

> On this Father's Day I encourage you to give thanks for your father and

> mother.  No matter who they were, what they did or did not do, you owe

them

> your thanks, for they gave you the most sacred gift you have-the gift of

> yourself.

>

> I have occasionally speculated on the relationship Jesus might have had

with

> Joseph, his earthly father.  Brief though it was, it must have been a

> relationship of deep mutual caring and respect.  Most scholars surmise

Joseph

> died when Jesus was fairly young, and therefore he never knew who his son

> became. But Jesus gives evidence of having had a loving and good father.

How

> else could he have made the theological leap of identifying God as a

parent,

> the first in his religious tradition to do so, even to the point of using

the

> Hebrew word "Abba," the English equivalent of "Daddy," implying an

intimate relationship between father and child.

*************

FATHERS' DAY HISTORY 

Sonora Dodd, of Washington, was one of the first people who had the idea of a "father's day." She thought of the idea for Father's Day while listening to a Mother's Day sermon in 1909. 

Sonora wanted a special day to honor her father, William Smart. Smart, who was a Civil War veteran, was widowed when his wife died while giving birth to their sixth child. Mr. Smart was left to raise the newborn and his other five children by himself on a rural farm in eastern Washington state. 

After Sonora became an adult she realized the selflessness her father had shown in raising his children as a single parent. It was her father that made all the parental sacrifices and was, in the eyes of his daughter, a courageous, selfless, and loving man. Sonora's father was born in June, so she chose to hold the first Father's Day celebration in Spokane, Washington on the 19th of June, 1910. 

Even before Dodd, however, the idea of observing a day in honor of fathers was promoted. Dr. Robert Webb conducted what is believed as the first Father's Day service at the Central Church of Fairmont, West Virginia in 1908. It was Dodd's efforts, however, that eventually led to a national observance. 

President Calvin Coolidge, in 1924, supported the idea of a national Father's Day. Then in 1966 President Lyndon Johnson signed a presidential proclamation declaring the 3rd Sunday of June as Father's Day. 

In 1900, fathers prayed their children would learn English.

Today, fathers pray their children will speak English.

In 1900, if a father put a roof over his family's head, he was a success.

Today, it takes a roof, deck, pool, and 4-car garage. And that's just the vacation home.

In 1900, a father waited for the doctor to tell him when the baby arrived.

Today, a father must wear a smock, know how to breathe, and make sure film is in the video camera.

In 1900, fathers passed on clothing to their sons.

Today, kids wouldn't touch Dad's clothes if they were sliding naked down an icicle.

In 1900, fathers could count on children to join the family business.

Today, fathers pray their kids will soon come home from college long enough to teach them how to work the computerand set the VCR.

In 1900, fathers pined for old country Romania, Italy, or Russia.

Today, fathers pine for old country Hank Williams.

In 1900, fathers shook their children gently and whispered, "Wake up, it's time for school."

Today, kids shake their fathers violently at 4 a.m., shouting: "Wake up, it's time for hockey practice."

In 1900, a father came home from work to find his wife and children at the supper table.

Today, a father comes home to a note: "Jimmy's at baseball, Cindy's at gymnastics, I'm at gym, Pizza in fridge."

In 1900, fathers and sons would have heart-to-heart conversations while fishing in a stream.

Today, fathers pluck the headphones off their sons' ears and shout, "WHEN YOU HAVE A MINUTE.."

In 1900, a father gave a pencil box for Christmas, and the kid was all smiles.

Today, a father spends $800 at Toys 'R' Us, and the kid screams: "I wanted Sega!"
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Only a minority -- 38%, to be exact -- of children born in the last three years of the 20th century will reach the age of 18 having lived most of their lives with both of their biological parents.

Like many single dads, David took his role as a do-it-all dad seriously. He quit his job in the insurance industry and became a work-at-home father -- currently as a developer of Internet sites, including one of his own called Fatherworld.com. "Initially, I had tried to maintain a regular work schedule in an office," he says, "but I was constantly running home to cook meals or go to school functions. So I made a conscious decision to work at home." 

Be forgiving of your mistakes in parenting, advises Farrell. "Don't expect to be a perfect parent, because there are no perfect parents," she says. "Just be the best parent you can." Your children will gain the gift of understanding that it's OK to be imperfect and to learn from mistakes.
