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This book is affectionately dedicated to the memory of my father, James
Dobson Sr., for reasons which will be understood as these pages are read.

James Dobson Sr.
1911–1977

Yet we have this assurance: Those who belong to God shall live again.
Their bodies shall rise again! Those who dwell in the dust shall awake and

sing for joy! For God’s light of life will fall like dew upon them!
I S A I A H  2 6 : 1 9 ,  T L B
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A MAN LOOKS BACK



O n e

A MAN LOOKS BACK

The first edition of the book you are about to read was written more than
two decades ago. It has sold more than a million copies since its publication
and continues to represent my best understanding of what it means to be a
man . . . God’s man . . . in today’s topsy-turvy world.

I was forty-four years old when Straight Talk to Men and Their Wives
was first published, and indeed, several experiences in my personal life
were highly relevant to its content. My father had died recently (as you will
read in chapter 3) confronting me with my own mortality. My own
unexpected heart attack some years later served to emphasize the point. Our
children were still at home and our house was fairly crackling with
adolescent activity. Most importantly, I was knee-deep in the infamous
midlife years as I sat down to write.

As it turned out, I never did go through what is commonly known as a
classic midlife crisis (as described in chapter 16), but I did do my share of
critical thinking during that era. By contrast, many of my friends and
associates did struggle through a troubling experience in their forties. Some
even went a little crazy when they realized that youth was gone and life was
rapidly passing them by. Although sympathetic to their distress, I found it
somewhat amusing to watch these men trying desperately to hold on to
what was already long gone.

Twenty-plus years ago, and to some degree today, men in midlife crisis
wore their self-doubt like a walking billboard for the whole world to see.
Suit coats and ties were replaced by garish silk shirts, which were always
left unbuttoned down in the direction of the navel. A bushy array of gray
chest hair was usually on display. It had been carefully blow-dried. A gold
medallion on a chain was usually nestled in the curly crop, presumably as a



testimonial to youthful vigor. The men also did weird things with their hair,
attempting to make a little look like a lot. (The frustrating thing about aging
is that hair won’t grow on the top, but it sprouts abundantly in the nose and
ears.) In serious cases of baldness, this meant whipping the sideburns over
the top and then cementing everything in place with super glue. Sharp-
pointed Italian type shoes finished off the garb, accompanied by Rolex
watches (probably fake) and heavy jewelry on both hands. So much for the
appropriate uniform.

Men in midlife crisis then sought to beef up their image with racy
automobiles. Their cars had to be sleek, fast, and hot. A Porsche or a Ferrari
conveyed the proper message, but a guy with financial problems might have
to settle for a Volkswagen with mag wheels. Thus outfitted, the aging
gentleman and his shaky ego set out to conquer worlds unknown.

Sexual conquest was, and still is, the ultimate proof of virility for the
over-the-hill gang. These men often try their luck with younger . . .
hopefully gorgeous . . . ladies. They flirt with their secretaries and make
passes at every skirt that passes by. They are also frustrated by their wives’
age, because it reminds them of their own.

I heard of one such man who came in one night and asked his wife what
she was smearing on her face.

“Cold cream,” she replied.
“What’s it for?” he asked naively.
“Wrinkles,” came the response.
He thought for a moment and then said, “Well the stuff is working. You

got a whole raft of ’em.”
An article that appeared in a local newspaper described another man

with a similar attitude who abandoned his wife and ran off with another
woman. This is what it said,

A young man spotted a Mercedes for sale in a newspaper. He
telephoned to inquire, assuming the figure must be a typographical
error. A woman answered the phone and told him the figure was
correct. He asked whether or not the car was damaged. “No, it’s in



perfect condition,” she told him. Then why was she selling it at such
a ridiculously low price? “Well, my husband just phoned me from
Las Vegas. He’s there with his secretary. He told me he’s leaving me
and that he went broke gambling. He asked me to sell the Mercedes
and send him half of what I got for it. That’s just what I’m going to
do!”

This playboy is only beginning to realize what his fun and games will
cost him. The consequences of infidelity usually reverberate for a lifetime
and touch every member of the family. I’m thankful, as I indicated earlier,
that I did not experience these same pressures that brought the roof down on
some of my friends. Shirley and I have now been married for over forty
years and I couldn’t be happier about that fact. I own no silk shirts and I
drive a four-door sedan. Nevertheless, I was confronted during the forties
by some of the same unsettling thoughts that gnaw at the souls of other men
in the midlife years.

It is almost impossible to bridge the awesome gap between the thirties
and the fifties without wandering for a time through a dark valley. My
journey was no exception. For at least seven years, I went through a period
best described as a time of “contemplative reassessment.” I was busily
dealing in that decade with the many disturbing thoughts that echo through
the mind of a man who realizes suddenly that he will not live forever.
Whether he is a Christian, an atheist, an agnostic, or a New Ager, he must
come to terms with these kinds of questions: “Who am I, really?” and
“What am I doing here?” and “Is this the way I want to spend the rest of my
life?” and “What really matters to me?” and “Who put me here?” and
“What did He have in mind for me to accomplish?” and “Is Someone
keeping score?” and “Is there life after death?” and “What will it be like to
die?” These and many related questions seem to descend on men in rapid
succession in midlife.

As a deeply committed believer in Jesus Christ, I had already answered
the questions related to my faith and my relationship with my Maker.
Nevertheless, I needed to transform my beliefs from a youthful abstraction



to a personal reality. I also needed to get a new fix on my circumstances and
objectives. Have you arrived at that point in life? Have you ever felt like
you were running so fast and were so involved and entangled with the task
of living that you were failing to notice about 90 percent of what was
happening around you? That’s what was going on in my mind. By the time I
had paid my taxes, fixed the leak in the roof, changed the tires on the car,
raised my kids, and done my job and all the other stuff expected of me, an
entire decade had gone by and it was only a blur in my memory. There are
times like these for all of us when we need to pull back and say, “Just a
minute, here, I need to do some thinking. Stop shouting at me, world, until I
can get myself together.”

That process of reevaluation took about seven years to complete. I
emerged from it with a stronger dedication to the fundamentals of what I
had been taught . . . and to a determination to “stay the course.”
Specifically, there were two conclusions that jumped out at me and which
now serve as centerpieces of my system of values. Neither is new or
particularly unique, but perhaps my readers will find it helpful to review the
basics on which family and spiritual stability are grounded.

The first realization that has shaped my attitude toward everything else
has already been mentioned. I came face to face with the breathtaking
brevity of life. The passage of time seemed like a well-greased string that
was sliding through my taut fingers. I was but a short-term visitor on this
planet. It is a tremendous shock to the system when it first sinks in that you
are simply “passin’ through.”

I remember sitting in church one day when I was forty-eight years old,
and I was thinking about what it would be like to be fifty. Then I thought of
my father’s death at sixty-six. “Wow,” I said to myself. “I may only have
eighteen years left.” Then I began calculating the meaning of those figures.
(The sermon that morning must have been uninspiring.) I quickly realized
that if I had lived forty-eight years and had eighteen to go, I had already
“burned” 72 percent of my allotted time. What a stomach-grabber for a man
who still thought of himself as Joe College! Nine years earlier, I had been in



my thirties . . . still considered youthful . . . but two years hence I would be
in my fifties . . . with only 24 percent of a lifetime left. Furthermore, there
was not the slightest guarantee that I would be granted even one more hour.

I thought again about the meaning of the term “midlife.” It is a
seductive lie for most of us; the middle thirties are the midlife years and the
forties are the “two-thirds” years. In my case, I had hit the three-fourths
years by age forty-eight. A humorous notion, perhaps, but a hammer blow
to this guy who thought of himself as a very young man.

There were other insults. In an incident that has now become almost a
“trademark” for me, I went to the YMCA one day to play basketball. I was
an out-of-towner and unfamiliar with the guys who routinely played there in
Dallas. I must have looked eighty years old to the teenagers on the court
that day. They couldn’t figure why a decrepit dude like me would think he
could play a young man’s game. But what could they do? I was there and
they had to include me.

We divided the troops that day into a four-on-four arrangement, and I
was assigned to guard a seventeen-year-old black athlete. This kid was
loaded with natural talent, and he knew it. He was as smooth as silk.
Despite the mismatch, however, I rose to the challenge. I reached back
about twenty years and pulled up some moves long forgotten. Adrenalin
surged through my body, and the old thrill came back. Through luck and
pluck, I scored about three quick baskets in the face of this young hotshot.
With that, he took a step back, put his hands on his hips, and said, “Man!
You must have been sompin’ in yo’ prime!”

His words stuck in my heart. “My prime?! I couldn’t even remember
my prime!” I soon grabbed my warm-up jacket and headed back to the
hotel. My self-concept wobbled violently for a few days.

Many writers have attempted to describe this emotional impact of
comprehending life’s brevity for the first time. One of my favorites is the
late Erma Bombeck. I saw her as a guest on the “Phil Donahue Show” when
she was asked if she was sensitive about her age.

“Not at all,” she replied.
“Then how old are you?” Phil asked.



“I’m somewhere between estrogen and death,” she answered.
Erma went on to say that her next-door neighbor wore a pacemaker, and

every time he sneezed, her garage door opened.
Some of Mrs. Bombeck’s pronouncements were not intended to be

funny, however. In fact, they contained striking observations about life. One
such statement about the aging process appeared in her book If Life Is a
Bowl of Cherries, What Am I Doing in the Pits? Included in that collection
of writings was a short piece entitled “When Does the Mother Become the
Daughter and the Daughter Become the Mother?” It focused on her
relationship with her own mom, which underwent a radical role reversal
with the passage of time. Her mother had always been so strong, so
independent and secure. Erma admired her and attempted to model herself
after the one who had brought her into the world. But in recent years, the
mother was undeniably becoming more childlike.

Erma first noticed the change when they were riding in a car one day.
She was driving, and her mom was sitting near the right front door.
Suddenly, an emergency occurred causing Erma to slam on the brakes.
Instinctively, she reached out to keep her mother from hitting the
windshield. When the crisis had passed, the two women sat looking at one
another. Each realized that something had changed in their relationship . . .
for in prior years Mom would have attempted to protect Erma.

Then there was the following Thanksgiving when Erma baked the
turkey and her mother set the table. Clearly, the mother was becoming the
daughter and the daughter was becoming the mother. As time passed, the
transformation became more dramatic. When the two women were going
shopping, it was Erma who said, “My goodness, don’t you look nice in that
new dress” and, “Don’t forget to wear your sweater so you won’t be cold in
the department stores.” Echoing in her mind was the advice of a concerned
mother, “Button up your coat, Erma. Wear your galoshes, stay warm, take
care of yourself.”

Erma understood the new role she was asked to play, but resisted it
vigorously. She didn’t want to see this strong, noble woman become
dependent . . . childlike . . . insecure. Nevertheless, the inexorable march of



time could not be resisted. She had to get her mother up at night to take her
to the bathroom and to care for most of her physical needs. How different
the relationship had become. When Erma was a kindergartner, she had
made a plaster of paris “hand,” which decorated the kitchen for years. Forty
years later, Mom was sent to a senior citizen’s crafts class where she made a
macramé. It eventually hung in her room in the Bombeck home.

As senility began to creep in, Erma found her own frustration rising to a
crescendo. She said, “Mom! Will you please quit talking about seeing Dad
last night. You know he’s been gone for ten years.” But Mom couldn’t help
it because she was no longer mentally competent. That completed the
transformation. The mother had become the daughter and the daughter
became the mother.

Shortly thereafter, Erma and her own daughter were riding in a car one
day. There was a sudden stacking of cars and the illumination of brake
lights. Instinctively, the daughter reached out to protect Erma from hitting
the windshield. They looked at each other for a moment, and Erma said,
“My Lord! How quickly!!”

How quickly, indeed! One of the most wrenching experiences of the
forties for me was watching my mother become my daughter and beginning
to look at me as her father. She and my dad had been best friends, and his
loss was devastating to her. She never fully recovered from his sudden
death. It was as though she had been cut in half.

I remember making a fatherly visit to see my mother one day in her
little condo. After leaving, I wrote down a portion of our conversation as a
reminder of that period of her life. This is the exact interchange that took
place:

“How you doing today?”
“I’m holding my own.”
“Are you missing dad today?”
(pause) “I miss him every day.”
“I know. What do you suppose he’s doing right now?”
“I wish I knew. He’s probably off on Mars or Jupiter learning about how

they’re made.”



“You loved him, didn’t you, Mom?”
“I loved him, Jim.”
“Mom, I worry about you staying in this condo too much. You really

need to get out and mix with people—get involved in something.”
“No, I’m all right. I just don’t have any desire to go anymore.”
“I love you, Mom.”
“I love you, Jim.”
The son was becoming the father and the mother was becoming the

daughter. Her mind then began to slip and many of the experiences of Erma
Bombeck became my own. Mom was soon afflicted with Parkinson’s
disease and slowly began a long descent toward her death in 1988. Another
conversation occurred twenty-one months before her passing that proved to
be historic. I recorded the following comments on a pocket Dictaphone
immediately after a remarkable encounter had transpired.

Shirley and I just visited my mother in the nursing home where she
resides. She has been rather deeply into senility in recent weeks and
has been unable to either understand what we say or communicate
with us. Yet today the Lord granted us a brief reprieve. She was
asleep when we arrived and we gently sat on her bedside and
awakened her. She instantly recognized us, and for the first time in
weeks she was able to express her thoughts and understand the love
that we gave to her. I took that opportunity, not knowing if it would
return, to stroke her forehead and pat her hand and thank her for
being a good mother. I thanked her for being a good wife to my
father—a good pastor’s wife, even though it was he who was called
to the ministry. I thanked her for living according to the principles of
Christianity and staying true to the Christ whom she accepted when
she was twenty years old. I stroked her face and thanked her for
sacrificing to help me through college, doing without things that she
needed. I thanked her for coming to our house when we were on our
honeymoon and putting twenty dollars worth of groceries and
staples in our cupboard when I knew she didn’t have those same



items in hers. I told her how she was loved, not only by us, but by
the Lord Himself. She smiled—she understood. She took my hand
and said, “You know I’ve been thinking.” And I said, “What have
you been thinking about?” And she said, “That it’s almost over. I’ve
almost made it. It’s almost done.” I said, “Mom, when you make
that crossing, you know my dad is going to be waiting for you on
the other side.” She smiled and understood. Then I said, “Jesus is
waiting for you, too. And He’s going to say, ‘Well done! Thou good
and faithful servant.’” Then I prayed for her and thanked the Lord
for the influence of a good woman, and for her love in my life. She
returned our love and we said good-bye. At this stage of life, we
never know when the last opportunity to communicate soul to soul
has occurred. If this proves to be that last window of opportunity, I
am grateful for the Lord’s presence in that room today.

As it turned out, that was the final rational conversation I had with my
mother. I will always be thankful for those concluding moments at the close
of her time on earth.

This rapid passage of time that we have discussed is not just relevant to
those in the midlife years, although it becomes more apparent as we get
older. For those who are younger, let me suggest that you conduct your own
investigation. Look carefully at your family, and especially at the changing
relationships with your own children. It is there, up close and personal, that
the pace of life will come into focus. If you were riding on a passenger train
and wished to judge the speed at which you and it were traveling, the
distant mountains would be of little help. You’d get a better approximation
by looking at the ground nearest the train. Likewise, those loved ones
closest to you are the best measure of the dramatic changes in process.
Children remain children for a brief moment, and hardly a day is the same
as the next. It is in their growth and development that the dynamic nature of
living is seen.



I can almost hear your thoughts as I write, “What morbid ideas! Why
would anyone want to contemplate the passage of time and focus on the
brevity of life?” The answer comes directly from Scripture. The temporary
quality of this life is a very important biblical concept! King David said,
“As for man, his days are as grass: as a flower of the field, so he flourisheth.
For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone; and the place thereof shall know
it no more” (Psalm 103:15–16, KJV). Moses shared that perspective and
said, “So teach us to number our days, that we may apply our hearts unto
wisdom” (Psalm 90:12, KJV). Wisdom, you see, comes from understanding
the temporary nature of this life. Jesus, on the other hand, referred to a rich
man who thought he had years to live and called him a “fool.” We would
also be foolish to assume that things will always be as they are, or that
eternal matters can be dealt with later. For all we know, “This night thy soul
shall be required of thee” (Luke 12:20, KJV). If that is the nature of this
human existence, then we would do well to acknowledge it and live our
lives accordingly. That fact hit me hard during my own midlife years!

Let’s move now to the second major conclusion that emerged from the
discomfort of my own midlife years. It was this: The only true source of
meaning in life is found in love for God and His son Jesus Christ, and love
for mankind, beginning with our own families. Compared to this
fundamental system of values, everything else is puny and insignificant.
Certainly, there must be a more valid reason for living than the mere pursuit
of money and possessions!

Shirley and I have seen the material world from the bottom up, to be
sure. We had absolutely nothing when we were married and it looked for
about ten years like we were destined to keep it. We didn’t have any
financial problems because we had no finances. I finally clawed my way
through the doctoral program at the University of Southern California and
escaped the oppressive tuition that had strangled us. After graduation, I
immediately joined the faculty of the USC School of Medicine and began
earning a livable salary. Then I wrote my first book, and we were finally
able to purchase and furnish a house.



I would not be truthful if I denied the satisfaction derived from this
establishment of a home and a “place” for our kids. During the midlife
years, however, we realized how temporary and how empty those things can
be if not kept in proper perspective. The Lord seemed to use some everyday
object lessons to emphasize this truth to Shirley and me. On one occasion it
was a simple table game that caught my attention. I had been a dedicated
game player as a kid, and especially loved Monopoly by Parker Brothers. I
could wheel and deal with the best of ’em! But those days were gone and
almost forgotten by the time our sixteen-year-old daughter came home
raving about “a new game called Monopoly.” She begged Shirley and me to
take her on, and we consented.

We sat down to play one evening after Ryan had gone to bed, and very
quickly I caught the old excitement of the game. And why not? I began
prospering almost from the beginning. Before long I owned Boardwalk and
Park Place, Illinois, Kentucky, Indiana, and even Baltic and Mediterranean.
I started putting little green houses everywhere, and soon they were traded
in for big red hotels. It was wonderful. My family was squirming like crazy
and I was loving it. I had five-hundred-dollar bills stuffed in my pockets,
under the board, and even in my shoe. What I was experiencing was green-
eyed greed, pure and simple.

The game ended precipitously when Shirley and Danae landed on my
hotels in quick succession and suffered irreversible financial collapse.
Suddenly, it was over. I had won. My family was pretty disgusted with my
unsportsmanlike conduct by that point, so they went off to bed in a huff and
left me to put away the game. There I was sitting alone in the family room
around midnight, feeling strangely empty and unfulfilled. All of my earlier
excitement and competitive energy were left with nowhere to go. I had won
the game. So what? I began sorting all my money and laboriously putting it
back in the box. My beautiful five-hundred-dollar bills were begrudgingly
returned to the “bank.” Then I stacked and replaced my coveted property
. . . Boardwalk and Park Place included. My amassed fortune was
disappearing in front of my eyes.



That’s when it seemed that the Lord spoke to me. No, it was not an
audible voice, but these were my thoughts in the family room on that night:

Jim, pay attention now. I’m about to teach you a lesson. That’s not
just the game of Monopoly you’ve been playing. It’s very much like
the game of life. You sweat and struggle to acquire things . . . to
build and grow . . . to get bank accounts, property, retirement
programs, and a piece of the rock. You spend a lifetime
accumulating . . . in search of security. Then one day, it suddenly
ends. You’re going along minding your own business, when a
strange pain develops gradually in your chest and then extends
down your left arm. “Could this be . . . ?” you ask yourself. Or
you’re taking a morning shower and inadvertently discover a
protrusion in the area of your abdomen. “I’ve never noticed a bump
there before. Maybe I ought to check it out.” Or you’re driving your
car and make a sudden lane change without looking in your
rearview mirror. Just that quickly, the great quest for security and
possessions is over. The game ends and everything must be returned
to the box. The rules specify that nothing can be taken with you. Not
one dime. There are no U-Haul trailers that follow the hearse to the
cemetery. We come into the world with a clenched fist, and we die
with an open hand. That’s what life does to us. Each person must
then answer the question asked of the rich fool, “Whose shall those
things be, which thou hast provided?” (Luke 12:20, KJV).

Since antiquity, men have tried desperately to beat the game and achieve
some measure of earthly immortality. The Egyptians built pyramids and
filled them with material wealth they hoped to take along to the next world.
Sorry, Pharaoh. Grave robbers reaped the benefit of that miscalculation a
few centuries later. A thousand years hence, Spaniards hunted for the
“fountain of youth” to reverse the ravages of time. It was a nice thought.

The search continues today. Some of the ways modern man seeks to
“live” beyond the grave are as follows:



1. Through art. Rembrandt, Picasso, Mozart, Bach, Beethoven, and Frank
Lloyd Wright achieved some remembrance beyond their passing.

2. Through philanthropy. Carnegie, Rockefeller, and Huntington secured
their place in the culture by building libraries, concert halls, and
hospitals in their memory.

3. Through business. Ford, Krup, Getty, and the Warner Brothers
immortalized their names . . . at least to this point.

4. Through children. Henry VIII was desperate for an heir, so that his
bloodline and legacy might survive his death.

5. Through literature. Plato, Shakespeare, Dostoevsky, and Steinbeck
will be remembered for centuries.

6. Through politics and history. Washington, Lincoln, Churchill, and
Roosevelt have secured their place in history.

7. Through conquest. Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Adolph Hitler,
Joseph Stalin, and Mao Tse Tung are notable examples.

8. Through science. Galileo, Newton, Einstein, Edison, and Hubble made
the grade here.

9. Through cryonics. A more recent effort has led people to arrange to
have their bodies freeze-dried in hopes some future medical
technology will bring them back alive. Lots of luck!

There are other approaches to the pall that hangs over the entire human
race . . . the nagging specter of death. All of them have a basic flaw,
however. They permit only a person’s memory to escape the grim reaper.
Sooner or later, even those who achieve cultural immortality will die like
the rest of us. Like John Brown in the Civil War ballad: “His body lies
a’molderin’ in the grave.”

True eternal life is available from only one source. It is a free gift to
those who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and accept His forgiveness for
sin. Only through this Gate can we escape the sting of death and the
“victory” of the grave.



“True enough,” a critic might reply, “but I’m not trying to accumulate
wealth for my own use. My goal is to pass it along to my children and
future generations. I want them to have it easier than I did . . . to enjoy a
head start that only money can give.”

Shirley and I have spent many hours thinking and talking about that
objective with reference to our own children. Even it if were possible for us
to leave them a large estate, would that be a wise thing to do? I think not. It
takes a steady hand to hold a full cup, and many young people have been
destroyed by money that burned its way through their lives.

In a sociological study published under the title Rich Kids, we read the
case histories of individuals who inherited large trust funds. The findings
were consistent: wealth passed to the second and third generations has
typically wreaked havoc in the lives of the recipients. They fought each
other to control it. They lost their incentives to work. They lived profligate
lives. They shamefully wasted their resources. Some even committed
suicide. When the apostle Paul said “the love of money is the root of all
evil,” he spoke the truth.

Should it be our desire, then, to inflict this “evil” on our precious
children? Not to excess, certainly. It makes sense to help the next generation
get started or perhaps to assist with the purchase of their first homes. But if
our objective is to generate wealth for those who will not earn it, we are
putting our beloved children at high risk for satanic mischief. Likewise, we
must not get so busy attempting to give our kids what we didn’t have as
children that we fail to give them what we did have as kids.

Perhaps it is clear now why I emerged from the midlife years with some
concepts firmly in place. My children (and other people) are the only things
I can take to heaven with me. That’s why I left the medical school back in
1977 and declined almost all speaking invitations that came my way. It
became clear to me that Danae and Ryan were temporary residents in our
home . . . that they would soon be grown and on their own. Parenthood is a
short-term affair, and the opportunity to lead and influence them was a
“now or never” proposition. Thus, I retooled my professional
responsibilities and focused heavily on my own family. I’ve made some bad



decisions in my life and a few rather good ones, but this was my most
brilliant moment. The empty nest did indeed come quickly, and I thank God
I have not squandered my most precious privilege of participating in the
lives of my children.

Let me leave you with a letter I wrote the day our son Ryan went off to
college. Perhaps it will serve to punctuate this update on one of the most
important topics I’ve ever addressed. Incorporated in this letter are all the
primary conclusions I drew during the midlife years and which I wish I had
understood fully when I first entered manhood.

Twenty-three precious years have come and gone since the morning
of October 6, 1965, when our first child came into the world. An
instant and irrational love affair was born that day between this new
dad and his baby daughter, Danae Ann, who took center stage in the
Dobson household. How deeply I love that little girl! She would
stand in the doorway each morning and cry as I left for work, and
then run giggling and breathless to meet me at the end of the day.
You would have thought we had been separated for months. Could I
ever love another child as much as this one? I wondered.

Then five years later a little lad named James Ryan made his
grand entrance, and it all happened again. He was my boy—the only
son I would ever be privileged to raise. What a joy it was to watch
him grow and develop and learn. How proud I was to be his father
—to be trusted with the well-being of his soul. I put him to bed
every night when he was small, and we laughed and we played and
we talked about Jesus. I would hide his sister’s stuffed animals
around the house, and then we would turn out the lights and hunt
them with flashlights and a toy rifle. He never tired of that simple
game. But the day for games has passed.

This morning, you see, marked the official beginning of the
“empty nest” for Shirley and me. Danae graduated from college a
year ago and is now building an exciting life of her own. It was
difficult for us to let her go, back in 1983, but we took comfort in



Ryan’s six remaining years at home. How quickly those months
have flown, and today, our formal years of parenthood came
suddenly to an end. We took Ryan to the airport and sent him off to
Colorado for a five-week summer program. Then in August, he
plans to enter his freshman year at a college in the Midwest. Though
he will be home periodically for years to come, our relationship will
not be the same. It might be even better, but it will certainly be
different. And I have never liked irreversible change.

Though for many years I knew this moment was coming, and
though I had helped others cope with similar experiences, I admit
freely that Ryan’s departure hit me hard. For the past two weeks, we
have worked our way through a massive accumulation of junk in his
room. Ryan is a collector of things no one else would want—old
street signs, broken models, and favorite fishing rods. The entire
family took tetanus shots, and we plunged into the debris. Finally
last night, Shirley and Ryan packed the remaining boxes and
emptied the last drawer. The job was finished. His suitcases were
packed. Our son was ready to go.

Ryan came into my study about midnight, and we sat down for
another of the late-night chats that I have cherished. He has always
liked to talk at the end of the day. I won’t tell you what we said in
that final conversation. It is too personal to share with anyone. I can
only say that the morning came too quickly, and we drove as a
family to the airport. There I was, driving down the freeway, when
an unexpected wave of grief swept over me. I thought I couldn’t
stand to see him go. It was not that I dreaded or didn’t look forward
to what the future held. No, I mourned the end of an era—a precious
time of my life when our children were young and their voices rang
in the halls of our house. I couldn’t hide the tears as we hugged
good-bye at Gate 18. Then Shirley and I drove alone to our house,
where a beloved son and daughter had grown from babies to young
adults. There I lost it again!



The house that we had left three hours earlier in a whirlwind of
activity had been transformed in our absence. It had become a
monastery—a morgue—a museum. The silence was deafening to us
both. Every corner of it held a memory that wafted through the air. I
meandered to Ryan’s room and sat on the floor by his bed. His crib
had once stood on that spot. Though many years had passed, I could
almost see him as toddler—running and jumping to my open arms.
What a happy time that was in my life. The ghost of a kindergartner
was there, too, with his brand-new cowboy clothes and his Snoopy
lunch pail. Those images are vivid in my mind today. Then a seven-
year-old boy appeared before me. He was smiling, and I noticed that
his front teeth were missing. His room was filled with bugs and
toads and a tarantula named Pebber. As I reached out to hug him, he
quietly disappeared. Then a gangly teenager strolled through the
door and threw his books on his desk. He looked at me as if to say,
“Come on, Dad. Pull yourself together!”

My own words now come back to mind. I remember saying in
my second film series, Turn Your Heart Toward Home, that the day
was coming soon when “the bicycle tires would be flat, the
skateboard would be warped and standing in the garage, the swing
set would be still, and the beds would not be slept in. We will go
through Christmas with no stockings hanging by the fireplace, and
the halls will be very quiet. I know those times will soon be here,
and I realize it has to be so. I accept it. I wouldn’t for anything try to
hold back our son or daughter when it comes time to go. But that
will also be a very sad day because the precious experience of
parenting will have ended for me.” Alas, the day that I anticipated
has just arrived.

If you’re thinking that I am hopelessly sentimental about my
kids, you’re right. The greatest thrill of my life has been the
privilege of raising them day by day in the service of the Lord. Still,



I did not expect such intense pain at the time of Ryan’s departure. I
thought I was prepared to handle the moment, but I quickly realized
just how vulnerable I am to the people I love.

In a large sense, however, it is not merely the end of formal
parenting that has shaken my world today. I grieve for the human
condition itself. When Ryan boarded that plane in Los Angeles, I
comprehended anew the brevity of life and the temporary nature of
all things. As I sat on the floor in his room, I heard not only Ryan’s
voice but the voices of my mother and father who laughed and loved
in that place. Now they are gone. One day Shirley and I will join
them. First one and then the other. We are just “passing through,” as
the gospel songwriters used to say. All of life boils down to a series
of happy “hellos” and sad “good-byes.” Nothing is really
permanent, not even the relationships that blossom in a healthy
home. In time, we must release our grip on everything we hold dear.
Yes. I felt the chilly breeze of change blowing through my home this
morning, and I understood its meaning.

If we really grasped the brevity of our lives on this earth, we
would surely be motivated to invest ourselves in eternal values.
Would a fifty-year-old man pursue an adulterous affair if he knew
how quickly he would stand before his God? Would a woman make
herself sick from in-law conflict or other petty frustrations if she
knew how little time was left to her? Would men and women devote
their lives to the pursuit of wealth and symbols of status if they
realized how soon their possessions would be torn from their
trembling hands? It is the illusion of permanence, you see, that
distorts our perception and shapes our selfish behavior. When
eternal values come in view, our greatest desire is to please the Lord
and influence as many of our loved ones for Him as possible.

I ask each of my readers this important question. If we fully
understood that the eternal souls of our children hung in the balance
today—that only by winning them for Christ could we spend
eternity together in heaven—would we change the way this day is



lived? Would we ignore and neglect so great an opportunity if our
eyes were fully opened to this awesome responsibility? I think not. I
pray not.

Addressing myself now to the mothers and fathers of young
children, I urge you to keep this eternal perspective in view as you
race through the days of your lives. Don’t permit yourselves to
become discouraged with the responsibilities of parenting. Yes, it is
an exhausting and difficult assignment, and there are times when
you will feel like throwing in the towel. But I beg you to stay the
course! Get on your knees before the Lord and ask for His strength
and wisdom. Finish the job to which He has called you! There is no
more important task in living, and you will understand that
assignment more clearly when you stand where Shirley and I are
today. In the blink of an eye, you will be hugging your children
good-bye and returning to an empty house. That is the way the
system works.

God bless you all. I love you in the name of Christ.



Tw o

A MAN AND HIS SEXUAL IDENTITY

Before returning to the edited original text of Straight Talk to Men and
Their Wives, we need to restate the issue that motivated its writing in the
first place. Our purpose was to redefine the meaning of manhood in a world
gone slightly crazy. Traditional concepts of masculinity and femininity have
been battered and ridiculed for more than twenty years, creating confusion
for both men and women. These revisions of age-old behavior patterns have
produced awkwardness in the relationships between the sexes. Should a
man stand when a woman enters the room? Will he please her by opening
the door for her? Should he give her his seat on a crowded bus or subway?
Have all the rules changed? Is there anything predictable and certain in the
new order?

While these questions of social etiquette may seem superficial at first,
they are hardly trivial. They reflect much deeper attitudes that have far-
reaching implications. We are, after all, sexual beings. Everything we do is
influenced by our gender assignment. The first element of self-identity as
toddlers comes from our identification as boys and girls. Any confusion at
that point . . . or in the relationship between the sexes . . . must be seen as
threatening to the stability of society, itself.

Dr. Charles Winick at City University of New York studied more than
two thousand cultures that have existed in world history. He found only
fifty-five where masculinity and femininity were blurred. Not one of those
unisexual societies survived for more than a few years. Why not? Because a
society can be no stronger than the vitality of its families, and its families
are a function of the way the sexes relate to each other. Maleness and
femaleness are not merely social niceties that have evolved through time.
While customs vary from one culture to another, the linkage between the



sexes is a function of powerful forces deep within the human spirit. That
attraction must not be tampered with by social engineers with an agenda of
their own.

Social engineers love to tamper, however, and they’ve been tinkering
with sex role definitions since at least 1968. Everything understood to
identify womanhood for thousands of years has been held up to ridicule and
disdain. It was remarkable, in fact, how effectively a very small number of
radical feminists (remember the early bra burners?) were able to redefine
the role of women and reorder the relationship between the sexes. These
firebrands have long since been discredited, but never underestimate the
changes in social attitude that they inspired. In a single decade, for example,
the term “housewife” became a symbol of exploitation, oppression, and . . .
pardon the insult . . . stupidity. How strange!

Since the beginning of human existence, women in most cultures have
identified themselves with child-rearing responsibilities. It was an
honorable occupation that required no apology. How has it happened, then,
that homemaking has fallen on such lean times in the Western world? Why
do women who remain at home in the company of little children feel such
disrespect from the society in which they live? A partial answer can be
found in the incessant bombardment by the media on all traditional Judeo-
Christian values. Radio, television, the press, and the entertainment industry
have literally (and deliberately) changed the way America thinks.

Many years have passed since Barbara Walters and Tom Snyder hosted
a three-hour television special on the subject of women. I refer to it now
because the program was so typical of the fare served up to the public in
that day. The broadcast was aired on NBC in prime time and captured the
attention of the country for one full evening. (What fantastic power for
social change has been wrought by the tube!) I watched Walters and Snyder
carefully on that occasion and, in fact, taped the program for future
reference. Their stated purpose was to evaluate the world of women at that
time, examining the many activities and involvement of the feminine
gender. What resulted, however, was a powerful propaganda piece for what
was then the new way of thinking. Women were depicted in numerous work



situations, from business ownership to blue collar jobs. Not once in the
three-hour program, however, was the role of the homemaker mentioned,
except to refer indirectly to this outmoded responsibility in vaguely
derogatory terms. Perhaps 14 million homemakers lived and breathed in
this country at that time, yet they were not referenced once in a program
dedicated to the world of women. I’m sure the viewers got the message.

The effort to reorder the role of women proceeded on a broad scale,
touching every dimension of society. For example, I received a letter about
that time from a mother who was curious to learn why her local library had
removed hundreds of books from its shelves. Upon investigation, she was
shocked to discover that each volume depicting males and females in a
traditional context was eliminated. If a woman was shown cooking dinner
and a father was working in a factory, the book had to go. Obviously, no
stone was left unturned in the campaign to revolutionize our ideas, though
none dared call it censorship.

The courts also played a major role during that era. I remember
receiving a call from a physician who was consulting with a major law firm.
He asked if I would serve as an expert witness on behalf of Sav-On Drug
Company in California. I learned that a suit had been brought against the
pharmaceutical chain by a feminist attorney who represented the family of a
young girl. The suit charged Sav-On with inflicting great psychological
damage on the child because . . . are you ready for this? . . . toys in their
stores were separated by probable gender interest. Ten feet above the floor
were signs identifying “Toys for Girls,” and in another place, “Toys for
Boys.” The attorney claimed, apparently with a straight face, that the girl
had been emotionally damaged by being “denied access” to toys designated
for males. A psychiatrist actually submitted a statement to the court,
indicating the great degree to which the child had been wounded by Sav-On
Drug Company. That’s how far the nonsense went.

This campaign to revolutionize our thinking has lost most of its fire
today and the world has moved on. But make no mistake. The case against
traditional womanhood has been heard, and it will never be the same. The
female students at Wellesley College may not be familiar with the history I



have described, since some of them were not yet born when the movement
began. Nevertheless, they are recipients of its legacy. When they voted not
to invite the First Lady, Barbara Bush, to speak at their Commencement in
1990 because she hadn’t done anything but raise a family and support her
husband, they demonstrated how effectively feminist ideology has been
ingrained in the attitudes of the young . . . especially those under the
influence of liberal professors on university campuses.

Not only has there been a revolution in female sex role identity, but
maleness has been turned upside down, too. The movement that once
inspired the lawsuit against Sav-On for dividing its toy section has led to a
blurring of the lines between the sexes today. For years, men have been
encouraged to shun their masculinity in order to get in touch with their
“feminine side.” The result is gender confusion. It is increasingly common
now, for example, for young men to spend an inordinate amount of time
grooming themselves in ways that mimic the stereotype of the fashion-
conscious woman. There is even a popular term for this new man—
metrosexual—which has been defined as “an urban male with a strong
aesthetic sense who spends a great deal of time and money on his
appearance and lifestyle.”[1] It is a telling sign of the times.

Apart from the elements of social etiquette mentioned earlier, much
deeper questions about gender identity have been raised. What does it really
mean to be a man today? We know it is unacceptable to be “macho,”
whatever that is, but we’re not sure how we’re expected to perform.
Consider how a young husband might look upon his new role at the
beginning of married life. Is he supposed to earn a living for his wife? Well,
probably not. She may bring in more money than he. Is he expected to
provide benevolent leadership for his family in the major decisions? Even
raising that issue in some circles is a sure way to start an argument. Is he
supposed to be stoic and strong, or tender, sensitive, and emotional? Alas, is
there anything that distinguishes his role from his wife’s, and where can he
go to find out what is expected of him?



Historically, married men were not so uncertain; they understood
intuitively that two family responsibilities exceeded all others in
significance. They were expected to protect and provide for their wives and
children. You can be sure they felt strongly about that obligation. If you
insulted a woman in the nineteenth century or before, you would have dealt
shortly with her angry husband. He would not have hesitated to lay down
his life for her, if necessary. He was the defender of her honor, and she felt
secure in his care. He took great satisfaction in what he contributed,
materially and otherwise, to the welfare of his family. It was this masculine
identity that linked him to his wife and children and gave him a sense of
pride and accomplishment in his manhood.

One of the greatest threats to the institution of the family today is the
undermining of this role as protector and provider. This is the contribution
for which men were designed, physically and emotionally. If it is taken
away, their commitment to their wives and children is jeopardized. Let me
personalize the concept. Within a lifetime of responsibilities and
professional assignments, I have drawn the greatest satisfaction from the
fact that I have cared for each member of my family for more than thirty
years. I have worked hard to provide the necessities and a few luxuries for
them. I have watched over them in times of danger, and I have dedicated
myself to their welfare. My identity is inextricably linked with that family
commitment. If my role as protector and provider had been taken from me,
much of the joy in family life would have gone with it.

Permit me a contrivance to illustrate how far we have drifted in our
understanding of this traditional concept of masculinity. Imagine, by some
magic, a delegation of yesterday’s husbands and fathers being transported
through time to visit our day and witness the conditions that Western men
have come to tolerate. The conversation between then (perhaps 1870) and
now might go something like this:



Today’s representative speaks first. He says, “Our purpose, gentlemen, will
be to show you the features of our culture in the twenty-first which differ
most radically from yours. And in some instances, the picture will not be a
pretty one. Ours is a very violent society, for example. In the United States
alone, more than ninety thousand women are brutally raped every year. One
in three adult females living in certain cities will be ravaged during their
lifetime. One in every five college women is raped on campus . . . usually
by someone they know. This is a disgrace in our time.”

“What?” They would reply in disbelief. “That is worse than a wartime
experience. What is being done to stop it?”

“Very little, I’m afraid.”
“What punishment befalls those who are apprehended?”
“Well, most offenders are never caught. Of those who are, many are

never convicted. Only 16 percent will serve time in prison.”
“What do you do with those who are proved guilty? Do you shoot or

hang them?”
“Oh no, some spend less than a year in jail and then they are set free.

Others may be incarcerated for as long as fifteen years before being
released.”

“Released?! What’s to keep them from harming women again?”
“Unfortunately, many do just that.”
“Why do so many men want to rape and kill women?”
“There are many reasons. Some boys grow up very angry at women.

But also, we live in a provocative society. Are you familiar with the
pornography that is available widely today?”

“No, does it show women partially clothed?”
“Far worse, I’m afraid. It depicts nude women being brutalized in every

imaginable way. They are shown being violated with blunt instruments,
hanging from trees, and being murdered with knives, guns, ropes, etc.
Every immodesty is depicted in color and bloody realism.”

“I can’t breathe! How could such things be? And you say this material
is legal and widely disseminated?”



“Yes, teenagers are the most frequent buyers of it. And in some
countries . . . Australia, for example . . . the same type material focusing on
children is legal.”

“You don’t mean the public would tolerate such things?”
“I’m afraid so. Australians don’t seem offended by it, or by the

knowledge that real children are abused by the photographers. A brisk child
pornography business goes on in North America too, although it is
technically illegal. It was largely ignored in the United States until 1983,
but it still generates millions of dollars in sales under the counter.”

“Why? Tell us why?”
“Obviously, it’s not a high priority matter with our legislatures and court

system.”
“And most of those people are men?”
“Yes, the overwhelming majority are men. They are determined to

protect the civil rights of the pornographers.”
“What about the civil rights of your women and children? What kind of

men would permit such abuse? What has happened to manhood? We would
give our lives to protect our loved ones.”

“Yes, we’ve read about your commitment in our history books.
Surprisingly, not everyone admires your approach to family life. Some refer
to you as chauvinists. That means you are patronizing to women . . . that
you don’t really respect them. One advertisement tells women they’ve come
a long way since the oppression of your day.”

“Oh, really? But your men do respect women, is that right?”
“Yes, but times have changed. The fierce protective spirit toward family

life is less intense today. For example, a female minor who is secretly
pregnant out of wedlock can receive a legal abortion without parental
knowledge.”

“Let me sit down. You’re telling me that a mother and father would not
even be told when their child was violated in that way?”

“That’s right. In fact, abortion is not seen as a violation. Even at thirteen
or fourteen years of age, a girl can be transported legally by her teacher or
counselor to an agency that terminates pregnancies. There the baby is



drawn from her uterus by a suction device. Not only is parental permission
not needed to perform this procedure; they aren’t even informed that
evening when the young lady comes home. They will never know unless
she chooses to tell them.”

“But how can parents in that situation care for the girl’s health? She’s
but a child. What if she develops complications from this procedure?”

“If problems develop, the parents may be the last to be told.”
“I can’t believe fathers would permit someone to assault their daughters

in this way. If that happened in our day, someone would be shot over it.
What is wrong with the men who accept such outrage?”

“Well, attitudes have changed. Many people today believe the State is
really responsible for its children. Parents have a lesser role than in your
day. There is a point of view with international adherents, for example,
called the ‘Children’s Rights Movement.’ Our position is that boys and girls
are entitled at any age to do anything, see anything, decide anything that
adults might choose. And when I say anything, I mean just that.”

“Anything? You mean, a child could decide to have sexual relations
with an adult, and the parents could not intervene?”

“Yes. In Sweden today, it is illegal for a parent to spank a child for
disobedience . . . but it is legal for a father to have intercourse with his
daughter or a homosexual experience with his son.”

“That is sickening. Who would do such a terrible thing?”
“Not many, perhaps. Yet it illustrates how far the children’s rights

advocates have gone. According to its philosophy, the child is on equal
footing with adults. Those who promote this movement want to see boys or
girls given the right to vote, travel, choose their own faith, have a
guaranteed income, and generally operate independently of their parents.”

“Surely, that notion hasn’t caught on.”
“Not universally, but Western society moves farther in that direction

every year.”
“We think you modernists are a little crazy.”
“Oh, by the way, you’ll be interested to know that women are very

active in the military today.”



“Yes, that was true in our time, too. They served as nurses in the great
Civil War and they rolled bandages and performed other functions.”

“No, that’s not what I mean. Women today are full-fledged members of
the armed forces. When a general mobilization is called, those who have
volunteered are required to participate. They don’t yet fight in combat, at
least not technically, but they are near the battle zone, and they actually help
to prosecute the war. Furthermore, many people feel it’s only a matter of
time before women will be obligated to serve, just as men do in times of
national crises. It’s all part of the equality thing. If women are truly equal to
men in the eyes of the law, then they must be willing to fight and die like
their male counterparts.

“What if the women have babies?”
“If they’re in the military, they have to go. Babies are left behind. When

both husbands and wives serve in the armed forces, their children are
farmed out to relatives or to someone who will care for them.”

“Do you mean a mother of a tiny baby is expected to fight to defend the
country while many able-bodied men stay at home?”

“Yes, millions of male students and others who have not joined the
military are exempt. It was the woman’s choice to enlist. She must do her
duty.”

“It is incomprehensible that a man could let a young mother do his
fighting for him. But then, your people make no sense anyway. Who would
have thought that little more than one century of “progress” would produce
such foolish ideas. The folks back in our day will never believe what we’ve
heard. We will pray for you.”

“Thank you.”

Yep. You’ve come a very long way, baby!
It is probably best that no such direct contact between people then and

now is actually possible. Past generations would hold us in utter disdain for
our failure to preserve and propagate the wisdom of the ages. Consider that
final issue of women in the military, for example. There is a reason why



men have fought the wars to this point. It has to do with children and
society’s acknowledgment of their dependence on their mothers. The image
of babies being handed to stay-at-home fathers so their wives could be
deployed overseas should be shocking to all of us. Specifically, there is no
more dramatic evidence of the crisis in masculinity today than the fact that
men would tolerate even the possibility that their wives, sisters, and
daughters would do their fighting for them. Isn’t that like a man staying in
bed with the covers over his head while his wife goes to confront an
intruder? Is there no dignity left in modern manhood?

I wish it were possible for me to emphasize just how critical this
masculine understanding is to family stability. Sociologist George Gilder
said it best in his excellent book, Sexual Suicide. He makes it clear that
single men (as a class) are often a threat to society. Until they accept the
responsibility for families, their sexual aggression is largely unbridled and
potentially destructive. He writes:

Men commit over 90 percent of major crimes of violence, 100
percent of the rapes, 95 percent of the burglaries. They comprise 94
percent of our drunken drivers, 70 percent of suicides, 91 percent of
offenders against family and children. Single men comprise between
80 and 90 percent of most of the categories of social pathology, and
on the average they make less money than any other group in the
society—yes, less than single women or working women. As any
insurance actuary will tell you, single men are also less responsible
about their bills, their driving, and other personal conduct. Together
with the disintegration of the family, they constitute our leading
social problem.[2]

Gilder goes on to say that women, by contrast, are naturally more
motivated to achieve long-term stability. Their maternal inclinations (they
do exist and are evident in every culture throughout the world) influence
them to desire stable homes and a steady source of income. They want
security for themselves and their children.



Suddenly, we see the beauty of the divine plan. When a man falls in
love with a woman, dedicating himself to care for her and protect her and
support her, he suddenly becomes the mainstay of social order. Instead of
using his energies to pursue his own lusts and desires, he sweats to build a
home and save for the future and seek the best job available. His selfish
impulses are inhibited. His sexual passions are channeled. He discovers a
sense of pride—yes, masculine pride—because he is needed by his wife and
children. Everyone benefits from the relationship.

When a society is composed of millions of individual families that are
established on this plan, then the nation is strong and stable. It is the great
contribution marriage makes to a civilization. But in its absence, ruination
is inevitable. When men have no reason to harness their energies in support
of the home, then drug abuse, alcoholism, sexual intrigue, job instability,
and aggressive behavior can be expected to run unchecked throughout the
culture. That is precisely what has happened to many inner-city black
families. The government pays the bills. Who needs the man? He procreates
and disappears. His masculinity has been assaulted, and he takes out his
hostilities on the culture which rejected him. It all begins with an unhealthy
relationship between the sexes that undermines families and leaves broken
lives in its wake.

Fortunately, there are a few signs that the pendulum may be preparing
to swing in the other direction. Particularly since the tragic events of
September 11, 2001, some Americans have rediscovered their respect for
old-fashioned masculinity. It has taken the heroic actions of firemen,
policemen, even businessmen on an airplane—all doing what they could, in
the face of great danger, to save their country and countrymen—to remind
us what being a man is supposed to be about.

Peggy Noonan, a contributing editor for The Wall Street Journal,
described this renewal in a column entitled “Welcome Back, Duke”:

I was there in America, as a child, when John Wayne was a hero,
and a symbol of American manliness. He was strong, and silent.
And I was there in America when they killed John Wayne by a



thousand cuts. A lot of people killed him—not only feminists but
peaceniks, leftists, intellectuals, others. You could even say it was
Woody Allen who did it, through laughter and an endearing
admission of his own nervousness and fear. He made nervousness
and fearfulness the admired style . . .

I miss John Wayne.
But now I think . . . he’s back. I think he returned on Sept. 11. I

think he ran up the stairs, threw the kid over his back like a sack of
potatoes, came back down and shoveled rubble . . .

I think he’s back in style. And none too soon.[3]

Let’s hope Peggy is right.
We must not abandon the biblical concept of masculinity and femininity

at this delicate stage of our national history. Not that every woman must
become a mother, mind you, or even a homemaker. But those who do must
be honored and respected and supported. There should be a clear delinea-
tion between maleness and femaleness, exemplified by clothing, customs,
and function. Men should be encouraged to provide for and protect their
families, even laying down their lives for them if necessary. Children must
be valued as our most priceless possession. Their relationship with their
mothers is the most important association in their lives, and it must be given
the highest social priority. Boys and girls should be taught that the sexes are
equal in worth but very different from one another. Girls should know they
are girls, and boys should know they are boys. And for the rest of us, self-
awareness begins with an understanding of our sexual identity. It must not
be blurred by those with an avant-garde agenda of their own.

A FINAL THOUGHT

I’ll conclude this part of our discussion with an illustration of manhood at
its best. After all, how else can we get a handle on the ephemeral qualities
of character and strength in a man of God? It is understood most readily by



observing a good model, and I crossed paths momentarily with one of the
finest a few years ago.

My family had joined me at Mammoth, California, for a weekend ski
outing. The kids were still young, and I was working frantically to teach
them the fundamentals of the sport. That’s a tough assignment, as every
skiing father knows. You can guess who gets to carry all the skis, boots, and
poles, and then park the car, stand in line to buy the lift tickets, herd the clan
toward the ski slopes, and get everyone zipped up and ready to go. At that
precise moment, inevitably, one of the children announces that he or she has
to go to the bathroom. Upon hearing that important news, dad clomps back
down the hill with his child in tow, and then goes through the zippety-zip
process twice more. Then he trudges back up the mountain. That is how the
system works on a good day.

On a bad morning, some of the most frustrating experiences in living
can occur. Children are fully capable of announcing this need to visit the
“john” one at a time, sending dad up and down the mountain like a yo-yo.
By the time he and the last child get back, the first one has to go again. Kids
seem to delight in losing valuable equipment, too, such as leather gloves,
designer wool hats, ski jackets, etc. They’re also good at bickering, which
drives their harried parents crazy.

On the particular day in question, it was a bad morning for my family.
Our children did everything wrong. There we were on a family vacation to
produce a little togetherness, but I couldn’t stand either one of my kids.
They complained and dawdled and spread clothes all over the city of
Mammoth. Maybe it will make other families feel better to know that the
Dobsons have nerve-wracking days like that. By the time I transported the
family to the ski lodge, I was well on my way to total irritation. Danae and
Ryan climbed out of the car with a grumble, and I headed toward a parking
lot a mile or so away. On the way down the hill I muttered a brief prayer.
Actually, it was more an expression of exasperation than anything else.

“What am I going to do with these kids you’ve given to me?” I said to
the Lord, as though it were His fault. He did not reply.



I parked the car and walked back to an assembly area where a flatbed
truck comes by every ten minutes to pick up passengers. About fifteen
skiers stood awaiting a ride up the mountain, and I quietly joined them.
Then I noticed a “different” young lady standing with the others. She turned
to look at me, and I observed the unmistakable appearance of mental
retardation in her eyes. This late teenager was behaving in a very strange
way. She stood facing the mountain, quoting the word “Whomever” over
and over. “Whomever!” she said in a loud voice. A few seconds later, she
repeated the word nonsensically.

Having worked with developmentally disabled individuals for years, I
felt an instant empathy for this girl. It was apparent, however, that the other
skiers didn’t share my concern. They were young, attractive, and beautifully
outfitted. I watched them glance in the direction of the girl and then take a
step or two backward. They rolled their eyes at each other as if to say,
“Who’s the ‘crazy’ we have with us?”

About that time the truck arrived, and all of us began climbing onto its
bed. As the driver took us toward the ski lodge, the retarded girl continued
to face the mountain and say the word “Whomever.” By this time she stood
alone as the “in crowd” left her isolated at the center of the bed. She was
alone, that is, except for a big man who stood nearby. Suddenly, I realized
that he was her father.

It was at that point that this man with the kind face did something I will
never forget. He walked over to his daughter and wrapped his arms around
her. He put his big hand on the back of her head and gently pressed it to his
chest. Then he looked down at her lovingly and said, “Yeah, babe.
Whomever.”

I must admit that I had to turn my head to conceal the moisture in my
eyes. You see, that father had seen the same rejection from the beautiful
people that I had observed. He saw their smiles . . . their scorn. His act of
love to the girl was only partially done for her benefit. The father was
actually speaking to all of us.



He was saying, “Yes, it’s true. My daughter is retarded. We can’t hide
that fact. She is very limited in ability. She won’t sing the songs. She won’t
write the books. In fact, she’s already out of school. We’ve done the best we
could for her. But I want you all to know something. This young lady is my
girl, and I love her. She’s the whole world to me. And I’m not ashamed to
be identified with her. ‘Yeah, babe. Whomever!’”

The selfless love and tenderness of that father flooded out from his soul
and engulfed mine. Instantly, I felt compassion and love for our two
children.

“All right, Lord!” I said. “I get the message.”
Two weeks later, I was a guest on a national television show, and the

moderator gave me four and a half minutes to answer such questions as
“How did the institution of the family get into such a mess, and how can we
correct the problem?”

I couldn’t have answered the question in four and a half hours . . . but I
can say this: One of the solutions to family disintegration has something to
do with what that father was feeling for his handicapped girl, there in the
back of that flatbed truck. That kind of unconditional love will heal a
troubled home. It will resolve conflicts between parent and child. It will
even help us cope with a tragedy like mental retardation.

What we desperately need as a framework on which to rebuild the
quaking family is a generation of men who have the capacity to love like
the father of the retarded girl . . .

men who know who they are . . .

men who know where they’re going . . .

men who know in Whom they believe . . .

men who will put the best interests of their wives and children
above their own selfish desires and pursuits . . .

men who will fight for what they believe . . .



men like my father and grandfather, who modeled these qualities
for me during my impressionable years.

Let’s turn back the clock in the next few chapters to look specifically at
these influential members of my family and the way they lived their lives.
Perhaps their example will speak loudly to younger men in search of
worthy role models.



WHAT IS A MAN?



T h r e e

MY FATHER

Who could have suspected on such a pleasant afternoon that my father, at
sixty-six years of age, was enjoying his final moments on this earth? He
held the baby and chatted amiably with members of the family. A Sunday
dinner was then placed on the table and Dad was asked to bless the food.
This good man, James Dobson Sr., bowed his head one last time and
thanked the Lord for his generosity and love. It was to be his own
benediction, for, minutes later, God beckoned his soul across the chilly
waters of death. There was no struggle, no pain, no agonizing “good-byes.”
He simply paused, then leaned toward my mother and was gone.

An hour later, my wife reached me by telephone to break the news. I
was speaking twelve hundred miles to the west, and had devoted my
remarks that day to the importance of Christian fatherhood. In fact, I talked
throughout the morning about my dad and the beautiful example he had set
before me. Then came Shirley’s call. We shared an incredible sense of grief
and loss in that moment. Only those who “have been there” will fully
comprehend such an experience.

The funeral was held three days later, at which time I delivered a tribute
to my father. Somehow I managed to express the following words from my
heart on that cold December day.

THE TRIBUTE

To our friends and loved ones, I want to express appreciation on behalf of
our family for each of you being here today. We appreciate your coming to
honor the man whom we loved so dearly—the man whose name I share.



I asked my mother for this privilege of paying tribute to my dad,
although quite honestly, this is the most difficult moment of my life. This
man whose body lies before me was not only my father and my friend, but
he was also the source of great inspiration for me. Few people realize that
most of my writings are actually an expression of his views and his
teachings. Whenever we were together, he would talk and I usually took
notes. That’s the kind of relationship we had, and his loss is devastating to
me.

So I don’t apologize for the grief that overwhelms me in this hour.
These are not tears of guilt or remorse or regret. I have no bitter memories
. . . there were no harsh words that I wish I could retrieve . . . we had no
conflicts or struggles or strife. The emotion that you see reflects only the
love of a son who has suddenly lost his father and gentle friend.

Some of you are aware that my dad had a very serious heart attack in
September of this year. Shirley and I had traveled to San Antonio, Texas,
where I was to speak to the Texas Pediatric Society on Friday. When we
arrived at the hotel on Thursday night, we received a message from Dr. Paul
Cunningham, indicating that my dad was in intensive care in a Kansas City
hospital. On Friday morning, Dr. Cunningham called again to say that my
father’s condition had worsened and he was not expected to live through the
night. He also informed me that my uncle, Dr. James McGraw, had died in
the same hospital at 10:30 that morning. It is impossible to describe the
sorrow that Shirley and I felt as we flew to Kansas City that afternoon. We
never expected to see my dad alive again and went through all the agonies
of his loss. But when we arrived at the airport, we learned that my dad had
made a remarkable improvement and was anticipating our visit at the
hospital. How thankful I will always be that God answered our prayers and
granted us seventy-nine more days—beautiful, golden days—before He
took my dad to heaven on December 4, 1977.

May I share with you what thoughts went through my troubled mind on
that endless plane trip from San Antonio to Kansas City? I journeyed
backward in time, experiencing a kaleidoscope of early memories. I thought
about the very happiest days of my life, occurring when I was between ten



and thirteen years of age. My dad and I would arise very early before the
sun came up on a wintry morning. We would put on our hunting clothes and
heavy boots, and drive twenty miles from the little town where we lived.
After parking the car and climbing over a fence, we entered a wooded area
which I called the “big woods” because the trees seemed so large to me. We
would slip down to the creek bed and follow that winding stream several
miles back into the forest.

Then my dad would hide me under a fallen tree which made a little
room with its branches. He would find a similar shelter for himself around a
bend in the creek. Then we would await the arrival of the sun and the
awakening of the animal world. Little squirrels and birds and chipmunks
would scurry back and forth, not knowing they were being observed. My
dad and I then watched as the breathtaking panorama of the morning
unfolded, which spoke so eloquently of the God who made all things.

But most importantly, there was something dramatic that occurred out
there in the forest between my dad and me. An intense love and affection
was generated on those mornings that set the tone for a lifetime of
fellowship. There was a closeness and a oneness that made me want to be
like that man . . . that made me choose his values as my values, his dreams
as my dreams, his God as my God.

These were among the memories that surged through my mind on that
lonely plane trip in September. Then another flood of emotion came over
me, as I thought about my own children. I wondered what memories will
predominate in their minds when I lie at the point of death, a moment or
two from now. What will they remember to be the happiest experiences of
their lives? Will they recall a busy father who was preoccupied with writing
books and catching planes and answering mail and talking on the telephone
and being a “big man”? Or will they recall a patient dad who took time to
love them and teach them and enjoy the beauty of God’s world with them? I
pray that the Lord will help me keep my little family at the top of my list of
priorities during the precious primetime years.



James Dobson was a man of many intense loves. His greatest passion
was expressed in his love for Jesus Christ. His every thought and deed were
motivated or influenced by his desire to serve his Lord. And I can truthfully
say that we were never together without my being drawn closer to God by
being in his presence. Not because he warned me or chastised me . . . but
because his love for the Lord penetrated and shaped my own attitudes.

The last conversation I ever held with my dad reflected my confidence
in his faith. Exactly five days before his death, I telephoned him from Los
Angeles at 11:27 a.m.

I said, “Dad, I have an appointment at 11:30 and can only talk for three
minutes. I am calling because I face some decisions this afternoon which
are very important to me professionally, and I want you to pray for me.” His
final words were, “I will pray about it, Jim.” You can be sure that he did!

My dad also loved my mother with great intensity. This fact was
beautifully illustrated last year when my parents came to visit us in
California. Dad and I took a walk in a nearby park one morning, and as
usual, he was talking and I was writing. He then reached into his pocket and
retrieved a crumpled sheet of paper which looked very old.

He said, “You might be interested in reading this statement. These are
words I expressed to your mother before we were married, forty-two years
ago. They were not read to her, but I later wrote down the thoughts I had
communicated.”

This message was written on the paper.

I want you to understand and be fully aware of my feelings
concerning the marriage covenant which we are about to enter. I
have been taught at my mother’s knee, and in harmony with the
Word of God, that the marriage vows are inviolable, and by entering
into them, I am binding myself absolutely and for life. The idea of
estrangement from you through divorce for any reason at all
(although God allows one—infidelity) will never at any time be
permitted to enter into my thinking. I’m not naive in this. On the
contrary, I’m fully aware of the possibility, unlikely as it now



appears, that mutual incompatibility or other unforeseen
circumstances, could result in extreme mental suffering. If such
becomes the case, I am resolved for my part to accept it as a
consequence of the commitment I am now making, and to bear it, if
necessary, to the end of our lives together.

I have loved you dearly as a sweetheart and will continue to love
you as my wife. But over and above that, I love you with a Christian
love that demands that I never react in any way toward you that
would jeopardize our prospects of entering heaven, which is the
supreme objective of both our lives. And I pray that God Himself
will make our affection for one another perfect and eternal.

Isn’t that a beautiful way to say “I love you”? How badly America
needs husbands and fathers who are committed to their families—men who
are determined to succeed in this important responsibility. My father was
such a man, and his devotion to my mother grew steadily through their
forty-three years of marriage. They were mutually dependent in the way
God intended. It is fitting, therefore, that in his final moment of
consciousness, he fell toward my mother and died peacefully in her arms.

Very few people fully comprehended the depth of my dad’s love of
learning. When he died, he left a book beside his big chair, opened to a
description of the molecular structure of deoxyribonucleic acid and the
process by which hereditary characteristics are transmitted from one
generation to the next. Beside it was a list (in his handwriting) of the twenty
essential amino acids in humans, and how they are genetically coded. (He
called them “God’s four-letter words.”) My dad had an insatiable desire to
know, alternating regularly between biology, physics, astronomy, ecology,
theology, politics, medicine and the arts. He left a half-finished painting of a
mountain stream in his basement, with a photograph propped to its right. A
palette of oils still rests where he placed them on that final Saturday night.
Yes, my dad loved everything God made, and it is thrilling to contemplate
the learning process that must be occurring right now on the other side!



Finally, my dad also loved me. I’ve known that from my earliest
moments of awareness. I’m told that when I was a small child, perhaps
three years of age, we lived in a one-bedroom apartment. My little bed was
located beside the bed of my parents. Dad said it was not uncommon during
that time for him to awaken at night and hear a little voice whispering,
“Daddy? Daddy?”

He would answer quietly, “What, Jimmy?”
Then I would reply, “Hold my hand!”
My dad would reach across the darkness and grope for my little hand,

finally engulfing it in his. He said the instant he encompassed my hand, my
arm would become limp and my breathing deep and regular. I had gone
back to sleep. You see, I only wanted to know that he was there! I have
been reaching for him throughout my forty-one years, and he has always
been there. And now for the first time in my life, he’s gone.

So where do we go from here? Do we leave this church today in despair
and discouragement? Certainly not, although our sorrow is incalculable. But
my dad is not in that casket before us. He is alive, and we will soon see him
again. He has achieved the pearl of eternal life, which is our heritage, too. I
now understand that the death of my dad was not an isolated tragedy that
happened to one unfortunate man and his family. In a real sense, this is the
human condition which affects us all. Life will soon be over for everyone in
this sanctuary . . . and for everyone whom we love.[4] Seven members of
our family had died in the previous eighteen months: my father, Shirley’s
grandmother (Mrs. Hassie Wisham), my uncle (Dr. James McGraw), my
aunt (Mrs. Naomi Dobson), my great uncle and aunt (Rev. and Mrs. R.M.
Parks), and Shirley’s uncle (Mr. Al Frasher). Therefore, I have determined
to live each day as Christ would dictate, keeping in mind the temporal
nature of everything which now seems so permanent. Even in death, you
see, my dad has taught me about life.

Thank you for allowing me to share my deepest feelings and emotions,
today. I must acknowledge, in closing, that James Dobson was not a perfect
man. It would be unfortunate to eulogize him in a way that would



embarrass him if he were sitting among us. My father had a generous
assortment of flaws, even as you and I. But I loved him. Perhaps . . . as
much as any son ever loved his dad.

Danae and Ryan [addressed to my children], you had a great man for a
grandfather. Not because he was President or because he will be
remembered in the history books. He was great because of his
uncompromising dedication to the Christian faith. And if I can be half the
father to you that he was to me, you will be fortunate children, indeed.

A sudden death is God’s kiss upon the soul!
A N O N Y M O U S



F o u r

THE REVELATION

Two years before my father’s death, he shared an experience that occurred
while he had been praying and reading the Bible. He seemed almost
embarrassed to reveal the details, but I coaxed him to tell me the story. It
involved an overwhelming impression, almost a divine decree, that he and I
were going to cooperate on a very important project. He hastened to say
that he didn’t want me to think he was trying to “ride on my coattail.” In
fact, his first impulse was to tell no one about the revelation for fear that his
motives would be misunderstood.

His apprehension was unfounded. I learned very early in life that when
God “speaks” to Dad, I had better pay attention. This man and his Lord had
a very unusual relationship. It often involved sessions of prayer and
communion, lasting from four to six hours, focusing especially on his
ministry and on those whom he loved. He was known in the small town
where I spent my preschool years as “the man with no leather on his shoes.”
He spent so much time on his knees that he wore out the toes of his shoes
before the soles. Thus, James Dobson Sr. and the Lord had a very unique
relationship. When God revealed His purpose to His faithful servant, the
outcome was an absolute certainty.

But what task would we accomplish together? Neither of us knew the
answer to that question, nor did we pursue it further. We did join forces to
work on a conference book titled Family Under Fire, but that didn’t seem to
be related to the revelation. The months rolled by and the matter was filed
under the broad heading “Things I don’t understand about the Lord.”

Then came my father’s initial heart attack while I was in San Antonio.
That devastating telephone conversation reverberated in my head. “Your
dad is dying. He has developed both arrhythmia and congestion, which is



usually a fatal combination following a myocardial infarction. We don’t
expect him to live through the night. Come as quickly as you can get here!”

Two friends rushed me to the airport, where Shirley was already
waiting. But as we drove through the San Antonio traffic, the Lord spoke to
me. His voice was not audible, nor was it accompanied by smoke and fire. I
can’t even tell you how the message was conveyed. All I know is that God
reminded me of His revelation to my dad, and then said, “You are going to
write a book for husbands and fathers, based on the life of your dad. The
inspiration will be derived from his values, his dedication, his walk with
Me. This is the joint venture of which I spoke two years ago.”

As we made that long plane ride from San Antonio to Kansas City,
Shirley and I knew that my dad’s condition would be obvious instantly as
we stepped into the terminal. If my mother was there to meet us, that would
mean he was gone. But if she were not present, then she would still be with
him at the hospital. Upon disembarking from the plane, we scanned the
crowd breathlessly and to our great relief, Mother was not there. Instead, we
were greeted by the wife of the president of the college where my father
served as a professor. And she was smiling.

“Your dad is remarkably better,” she said. “In fact, he’s waiting to see
you at the hospital.”

I will always be thankful for having the priceless opportunity to see him
alive, again—to express those words of appreciation and love that we
seldom convey before it is too late. I stood by his bed in that intensive care
unit. There amidst beeping oscilloscopes and bottles of glucose, I patted
those delicate artistic hands that I have loved since my earliest awareness.
He was entirely calm and coherent, revealing no hint of his brush with
death.

Then I told him about the Lord’s message to me on the way to the
airport. I explained that his part of the project was already completed: it
involved sixty-six years of integrity and devotion and love. I had watched
him at home throughout my childhood, where it was impossible to hide his
true nature. But never one time did I see him compromise with evil or



abandon the faith by which he had lived. His character had been like a
beacon for me, illuminating my way and steering me past the snares that
entrapped so many of my friends.

“Thank you, Dad,” I said, with deep emotion.
He smiled knowingly, and I quietly slipped out of his room. Though the

months have passed and he is now gone, that conversation lingers as I begin
my part of the joint venture. Today, May 24, would have been his sixty-
eighth birthday, and it is fitting that I use this occasion to describe the
values for which he stood.

But this book is not intended as a biography of my dad’s life, by any
means. In fact, its primary theme actually originated three years before his
death. I had asked the Lord, as a special favor, to reveal His message to the
Christian family.

I prayed, “As long as I’m going to be speaking and writing and
attempting to influence husbands and wives and children, I would like to
know what You want me to convey. Why should I depend on my own puny
insight and wisdom, when I can tap the resources of the Creator of families?
Give me, then, the concepts that You want me to communicate.”

Again, I experienced one of those quiet moments of awareness when I
knew the Lord had spoken. It should be emphasized that for me, at least,
these examples of unmistakable leadership from God are relatively
infrequent events. More typically, I learn of His will through providential
circumstances, doors that open or close, and so on. But on a few occasions,
His desires have been communicated directly from His heart to mine.

Such was the case in response to my prayer for wisdom and insight
(although it sounds terribly pompous and self-important to relate now). But
this was God’s reply, translated into my own words: “If America is going to
survive the incredible stresses and dangers it now faces, it will be because
husbands and fathers again place their families at the highest level on their
system of priorities, reserving a portion of their time and energy for
leadership within their homes!”



I have been dutifully conveying that message at every opportunity for
the past twenty years. I’ve said it on the radio, on television, on audio
cassettes, and on film. The time has come, at last, to put it in writing, where
the concept can be explored in its many dimensions. That brings us to this
day.

Having described the background for this book, let me be honest about
what it means to me. I suspect that authors often write a new manuscript in
the same spirit that General Motors brings out a new model. It merely takes
its place in a long line of creations, having no more significance than the
one before or after. However, I feel that my message to men is the most
critical topic I have ever addressed, and as such, may be the task for which I
was born. The Western world stands at a great crossroads in its history. And
it is my opinion, based on the experience I shared, that our very survival as
a people will depend on the presence or absence of masculine leadership in
millions of homes.

Why do I place such importance on the involvement of men in
determining the survival of a culture? Because no modern society can
exceed the stability of its individual family units, and women seem more
aware of that fact than their husbands. Consider the evidence. Who read the
books on family living? Eighty percent are known to be women. Who
attend seminars on meaningful family life? The majority are women. Who
enroll in Bible study classes devoted to Scriptural underpinnings of the
family? Women outnumber men by an incredible margin. Who listen to
family radio programs and cassette tapes on marriage and parenthood?
Once again, they are likely to be female.

What I’m saying is that Christian women, to a large extent, are already
motivated to preserve their families. And though I hate to admit it, women
often know more than their husbands about the role God has ordained for
men. One of the most common letters I receive is sent by hundreds of
women who ask the same question:



My husband won’t assume spiritual leadership in our family. He
doesn’t seem to be aware of my needs and the requirements of our
children. How can I get his attention?

That’s why I believe, with everything within me, that husbands hold the
keys to the preservation of the family. If we can get men to slow down long
enough to look at the issues, some will make the changes necessary for
survival. And I’m certain that their wives will follow suit.

Derek Prince expressed his view that the major problems facing the
Western world can be traced to what he called “renegade males.” A
renegade is defined as “one who reneges.” It is a harsh indictment, but there
is validity in the assessment. God has charged men with the responsibility
for providing leadership in their homes and families: leadership in the form
of loving authority; leadership in the form of financial management;
leadership in the form of spiritual training; and leadership in maintaining
the marital relationship. Husbands are instructed to “love [their] wives, just
as Christ loved the Church and gave himself up for her” (Ephesians 5:25).
That is not a casual suggestion to Christian men; it is God’s commandment
to husbands and fathers. This book, then, is a call to arms . . . an urgent plea
for men to recommit themselves to this divinely ordered responsibility.

My father exemplified what I believe to be God’s concept of
masculinity. And, as might be expected, he learned it from his father. We’ll
discuss the life of R. L. Dobson, my paternal grandfather, in a subsequent
chapter.



F i v e

THE HERITAGE

During the Christmas season 1969, my father’s two surviving brothers and
his sister gathered in California for a family reunion. And on that happy
occasion, they spent the better part of five days reminiscing about their
childhood and early home life. One of the grandchildren had enough
initiative to record the discussions on cassette tapes, and I was privileged to
obtain a complete set. What a rich heritage this provided, granting insight
into my grandparents’ home and the early experiences of my dad.

While all the conversations were of interest to me, there was a common
thread that was especially significant throughout the week. It focused on the
respect with which these four siblings addressed the memory of their father
(my grandfather). He died in 1935, a year before my birth, yet they spoke of
him with an unmistakable awe more than thirty-four years later. He still
lived in their minds as a man of enormous character and strength.

I asked them to explain the qualities that they admired so greatly, but
received little more than vague generalities.

“He was a tower of strength,” said one.
“He had a certain dignity about him,” said another, with appropriate

gestures.
“We held him in awe,” replied the third.
It is difficult to summarize the subtleties and complexities of the human

personality, and they were unable to find the right words. Only when we
began talking about specific remembrances did the personality of this
patriarch become apparent. My dad provided the best evidence by writing
his recollection of Grandfather Dobson’s death, which I’ve reproduced
below. Flowing throughout this narrative is the impact of a great man on his
family, even three decades after his demise.



THE LAST DAYS OF R. L. DOBSON

The attack that took his life occurred when he was sixty-nine years of age,
and resulted ultimately in the breakup of the family circle. For many years
after his death, I could not pass Tri-State Hospital without noting one
particular window. It stood out from the rest, hallowed because it
represented the room where he had suffered so much. The details of those
tragic days and nights remain in my memory, unchanged by the passage of
time.

We had been three days and three nights practically without sleep,
listening to him struggle for breath, hearing the sounds of approaching
death, smelling the smells of death. Dad lay in a deep coma. His heavy
breathing could be heard up and down the corridor. We walked the halls of
that old hospital for hours listening to the ceaseless struggle which now was
becoming fainter and fainter. Several times the nurse had called us in and
we had said the last “good-bye”—had gone through the agony of giving
him up, only to have his heart rally, and then the endless vigil would begin
all over again. Finally, we had gone into an adjoining room not prepared for
sleep, but some in the chairs and some across the beds, we had fallen into
the sleep of utter exhaustion.

At five minutes to four o’clock the nurse came in and awakened one of
my twin brothers. Robert roused with a start. “Is he gone?” he asked.

“No, but if you boys want to see your dad one more time while he is
alive, you’d better come, now.”

The word quickly passed around and we filed into the room to stand
around his bed for the last time. I remember that I stood at his left side: I
smoothed back the hair from his forehead, and laid my hand on his big old
red hand, so very much like my own. I felt the fever that precedes death:
105. While I was standing there a change came over me. Instead of being a
grown man (I was twenty-four at the time) I became a little boy again. They
say this often happens to adults who witness the death of a parent. I thought
I was in the Union Train Station in Shreveport, Louisiana, in the late
afternoon, and I was watching for his return. The old Kansas City Southern



passenger train was backing into the station and I saw it come ’round the
curve. My heart swelled with pride. I turned to the little boy standing next
to me and said, “You see that big man standing on the back of the train, one
hand on the air brake and the other on the little whistle with which he
signals the engineer? That big man is my dad!” He set the air brakes and I
heard the wheels grind to a stop. I saw him step off that last coach. I ran and
jumped into his arms. I gave him a tight hug and I smelled the train smoke
on his clothes. “Daddy, I love you,” I said.

It all comes back. I patted that big hand and said “Good-bye, Dad,” as
he was sinking fast, now. “We haven’t forgotten how hard you worked to
send five boys and one girl through college: how you wore those old
conductor uniforms until they were slick—doing without—that we might
have things that we didn’t really need. . . . ”

At three minutes to four o’clock, like a stately ship moving slowly out
of time’s harbor into eternity’s sea, he breathed his last. The nurse motioned
us to leave, and pulled the sheet over his head, a gesture that struck terror to
my heart, and we turned with silent weeping to leave the room. Then an
incident occurred that I will never forget. Just as we got to the door, I put
my arm around my little mother and said, “Mama, this is awful.”

Dabbing at her eyes with her handkerchief, she said, “Yes, Jimmy, but
there is one thing Mother wants you to remember, now. We have said ‘good
night’ down here, but one of these days we are going to say ‘good morning’
up there.”

I believe she did say “good morning” too, eleven years later, and I know
he met her “just inside the Eastern gate.”

His death was marked by quietness and dignity, just like the life he had
lived. Thus came to an end the affairs of R. L. Dobson, and thus ended, too,
the solidarity of the family. The old home place was never the same again.
The old spirit that we had known as children was gone forever!



Though this illustration reveals few of the specific characteristics that made
R. L. Dobson such a powerful influence in his family, it does tell us how his
son felt about him. I happen to know some of the other details. He was a
man of absolute integrity and honesty. Though not a Christian until shortly
before his death, he lived by an internal standard that was singularly
uncompromising. As a young man, for example, he invested heavily in a
business venture with a partner whom he later discovered to be dishonest.
When he learned of the chicanery, he virtually gave the company to the
other man. That former partner built the corporation into one of the most
successful operations in the South, and became a multimillionaire. But my
grandfather never looked back. He took a clean conscience with him to his
grave.

There were other admirable traits, of course, and many of them were
transmitted to my dad. These two men personified much of what I’m trying
to convey in this examination of masculinity. My father added the
dimension of vulnerability to the pattern, which is beautifully captured in
the drawing by Ray Craighead (his art student) reproduced on the
dedication page of this book.

Having looked superficially at the image of two strong fathers and their
influence at home, let’s turn now to the specifics. We’ll discuss the
interaction of a man with his children, his wife, his work, and his God,
among related subjects. And as we do, may I make a suggestion for those
who enjoy a personal relationship with the Lord? You might pause to ask
Him, prior to reading those chapters, what new understandings He wishes
to convey through the pages of this book. It is my desire that He speak to
each family (and especially to each man) in the terms we need to hear.



A MAN AND HIS CHILDREN
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A MAN AND HIS CHILDREN

I was walking toward my car outside a shopping center a few weeks ago,
when I heard a loud and impassioned howl. “Auggghh!” groaned the
masculine voice.

I spotted a man about fifty feet away who was in great distress (and for
a very good reason). His fingers were caught in the jamb of a car door
which had obviously been slammed unexpectedly. Then the rest of the story
unfolded. Crouching in the front seat was an impish little three-year-old boy
who had apparently decided to “close the door on dad.”

The father was pointing frantically at his fingers with his free hand, and
saying, “Oh! Oh! Open the door, Chuckie! They’re caught . . . hurry . . .
Chuckie . . . please . . . open . . . OPEN!”

Chuckie finally got the message and unlocked the door, releasing Dad’s
blue fingers. The father then hopped and jumped around the aisles of the
parking lot, alternately kissing and caressing his battered hand. Chuckie sat
unmoved in the front seat of their car, waiting for Pop to settle down.

I know this incident was painful to the man who experienced it, but I
must admit that it struck me funny. I suppose his plight symbolized the
enormous cost of parenthood. And yes, Virginia, it is expensive to raise
boys and girls today. Parents give the best they have to their children, who
often respond by slamming the door on their “fingers”—especially during
the unappreciative adolescent years. Perhaps that is why someone quipped,
“Insanity is an inherited disease. You get it from your kids.”

But there are other things that we get from our kids, including love and
meaning and purpose and an opportunity to give. They also help us
maintain our sense of humor, which is essential to emotional stability in
these stressful days. I’m reminded of Anne Ortlund’s eleven-year-old son



whom she described in her book Disciplines of a Beautiful Woman. She had
taken this rambunctious boy to their pediatrician for a routine physical
examination. Before seeing the doctor, however, the nurse weighed and
measured the child and attempted to obtain a medical history.

“Tell me, Mrs. Ortlund,” said the nurse, “how is he sleeping?”
Nels answered on his own behalf, “I sleep very well.”
The nurse wrote that down.
“How’s his appetite, Mrs. Ortlund?”
“I eat everything,” said Nels. She wrote that down.
“Mrs. Ortlund, how are his bowels?”
The boy responded, “A, E, I, O and U.”[5]
Those memories are priceless to the parent who isn’t too tired to notice.

Let me share one more true story. A father told me recently about a five-
year-old boy who was sitting on the toilet at the precise instant an
earthquake rocked Los Angeles County on February 9, 1971. The jolt was
so severe that it knocked this lad off the potty. But never having been in an
earthquake before, he thought the rumble had been caused by his own
bathroom activity. “What did I do, Mom?” he asked, with childlike wonder.

A family is literally a “museum of memories” to those who have been
blessed by the presence of children. Although my kids are now grown, I can
recall ten thousand episodes that are carefully preserved in my mind. The
“videotapes” of their early years are among my most valued possessions:
even now, I see a six-year-old girl coming home from school. Her hair is
disheveled and one sock is down around her ankle. It is obvious that she’s
been spinning upside down on the playground bars. She asks for a glass of
milk and sits down at the kitchen table, unaware of the tenderness and love
that I feel for her at that moment. Then she runs out to play.

Another “tape” begins to roll. I see a four-year-old boy with a Band-Aid
on his knee and bread crumbs on his face. He approaches my chair and asks
to sit on my lap.

“Sorry,” I said. “Only one boy in the world can climb on me when he
chooses.”

“Whoizzat?” he replies.



“Oh, you wouldn’t know him. He’s a kid named Ryan.”
“But my name is Ryan!”
“Yes, but the boy I’m talking about has blond hair and blue eyes.”
“Don’t you see my blond hair? And my eyes are blue.”
“Yes, but many kids have those. The only boy who can get on my lap is

my son . . . my only son . . . whom I love.”
“Hey, that’s me! I’m your son. My name is Ryan! And I’m coming up!”
That little game was played for seven years, and it still has meaning.
But I can hear my readers saying, “You’re just a sentimentalist.”
“You bet I am!” I reply. I’m not ashamed to admit that people matter to

me, and I’m most vulnerable to those people within my own family. I’ve
enjoyed every stage in the lives of our two kids and wished that they (we)
could remain young forever.

Not only have Shirley and I enjoyed the developmental years, but
Danae and Ryan have apparently shared that appreciation. Our daughter,
especially, has loved every aspect of childhood and has been most reluctant
to leave it. Her phonograph records and her stuffed animals and her
bedroom have been prized possessions since toddlerhood. Likewise, she sat
on Santa’s lap for four years after she knew he was a phony. But, alas, she
turned thirteen years old and began hearing a new set of drums. About a
year later, she went through her toys and records, stacking them neatly and
leaving them in front of Ryan’s bedroom door. On the top was a note which
Shirley brought to me with tears in her eyes. I read:

Dear Ryan:
These are yours now.
Take good care of them like I have.

Love,
Danae



That brief message signaled the closing of the door called “Childhood.”
And once it shut, no power on earth could open it again. That’s why the
toddler and elementary school years should be seen as fleeting
opportunities. Yet this priceless period of influence often occurs at a time
when fathers are the least accessible to their kids. They are trying to
establish themselves in their occupations, racing and running and huffing
and puffing, dragging home a briefcase crammed to the brim with night
work, scurrying to the airport to catch the last plane to Chicago,
moonlighting to pay those vacation bills, and finally collapsing in bed in a
state of utter exhaustion. Another day has passed with no interchange
between Dad and his teachable little boy or girl.

One mother told me of hearing her preschool son talking to another
four-year-old boy on the front steps.

“Where is your daddy?” he asked. “I’ve never seen him.”
“Oh, he doesn’t live here,” came the reply. “He only sleeps here.”
Without wanting to heap guilt on the heads of my masculine readers, I

must say that too many fathers only sleep at their homes. And as a result,
they have totally abdicated their responsibilities for leadership and
influence in the lives of their children. I cited a study in my previous book
What Wives Wish Their Husbands Knew About Women that documented the
problem of inaccessible fathers. Let me quote from that source.

An article in Scientific American entitled “The Origins of
Alienation,” by Urie Bronfenbrenner, best describes the problems
facing today’s families. Dr. Bronfenbrenner is, in my opinion, the
foremost authority on child development in America today, and his
views should be considered carefully. In this article, Dr.
Bronfenbrenner discussed the deteriorating status of the American
family and the forces which are weakening its cohesiveness. More
specifically, he is concerned about the circumstances which are
seriously undermining parental love and depriving children of the
leadership and love they must have for survival.



One of those circumstances is widely know as the “rat race.” Dr.
Bronfenbrenner described the problem this way, “The demands of a
job that claim mealtimes, evenings and weekends as well as days;
the trips and moves necessary to get ahead or simply to hold one’s
own; the increasing time spent commuting, entertaining, going out,
meeting social and community obligations . . . all of these produce a
situation in which a child often spends more time with a passive
babysitter than with a participating parent.”

According to Dr. Bronfenbrenner, this rat race is particularly
incompatible with fatherly responsibilities, as illustrated by a recent
investigation which yielded startling results. A team of researchers
wanted to learn how much time middle-class fathers spend playing
and interacting with their small children. First, they asked a group of
fathers to estimate the time spent with their one-year-old youngsters
each day, and received an average reply of fifteen to twenty minutes.
To verify these claims, the investigators attached microphones to the
shirts of small children for the purpose of recording actual parental
verbalization. The results of this study are shocking: The average
amount of time spent by these middle-class fathers with their small
children was thirty-seven seconds per day! Their direct interaction
was limited to 2.7 encounters daily, lasting ten to fifteen seconds
each! That, so it seems, represents the contribution of fatherhood for
millions of America’s children.[6]

Let’s compare the thirty-seven-second interchanges between fathers and
small children with another statistic. The average preschool child watches
between thirty and fifty hours of television per week (the figures vary from
one study to another). What an incredible picture is painted by those two
statistics. During the formative years of life, when children are so
vulnerable to their experiences, they’re receiving thirty-seven seconds a day
from their fathers and thirty or more hours a week from commercial
television! Need we ask where our kids are getting their values?



Someone observed, “Values are not taught to our children; they are
caught by them.” It is true. Seldom can we get little Johnny or Mary to sit
patiently on a chair while we lecture to them about God and the other
important issues of life. Instead, they are equipped with internal “motors”
which are incapable of idling. Their transmissions consist of only six gears:
run, jump, climb, crawl, slide, and dive. Boys and girls are simply not wired
for quiet conversations about heavy topics.

How, then, do conscientious parents convey their attitudes and values
and faith to their children? It is done subtly, through the routine interactions
of everyday living (see Deuteronomy 6:4–9). We saw this fact illustrated in
our own home when Danae was ten years old and Ryan was five. We were
riding in the car when we passed a porno theater. I believe the name of the
particular movie was “Flesh Gordon,” or something equally sensuous.
Danae, who was sitting in the front seat, pointed to the theater and said,
“That’s a dirty movie, isn’t it, Dad?”

I nodded affirmatively.
“Is that what they call an X-rated movie?” she asked.
Again, I indicated that she was correct.
Danae thought for a moment or two, then said, “Dirty movies are really

bad, aren’t they?”
I said, “Yes, Danae. Dirty movies are very evil.”
This entire conversation lasted less than a minute, consisting of three

brief questions and three replies. Ryan, who was in the backseat, did not
enter into our discussion. In fact, I wondered what he thought about the
interchange, and concluded that he probably wasn’t listening.

I was wrong. Ryan heard the conversation and apparently continued
thinking about it for several days. But amusingly, Ryan did not know what a
“dirty movie” was. How would a five-year-old boy learn what goes on in
such places, since no one had ever discussed pornography with him?
Nevertheless, he had his own idea about the subject. That concept was
revealed to me four nights later at the close of the day.

Ryan and I got down on our knees to say his bedtime prayer, and the
preschooler spontaneously returned to that conversation earlier in the week.



“Dear Lord,” he began in great seriousness, “help me not to go see any
dirty movies . . . where everyone is spitting on each other.”

For Ryan, the dirtiest thing he could imagine would be a salivary free-
for-all. That would be dirty, I had to admit.

But I also had to acknowledge how casually children assimilate our
values and attitudes. You see, I had no way of anticipating that brief
conversation in the car. It was not my deliberate intention to convey my
views about pornography to my children. How was it that they learned one
more dimension of my value system on that morning? It occurred because
we happened to be together . . . to be talking to one another. Those kinds of
subtle, unplanned interactions account for much of the instruction that
passes from one generation to the next. It is a powerful force in shaping
young lives, if! If parents are occasionally at home with their kids; if they
have the energy to converse with them; if they have anything worthwhile to
transmit; if they care.

My point is that the breathless American lifestyle is particularly costly
to children. Yet as many as seven million youngsters come home to an
empty house after school each day. They are called “latchkey” kids because
they wear the keys to their front doors around their necks. Not only are their
fathers overcommitted and preoccupied, but now their mothers are
energetically seeking fulfillment in the working world, too. So who is at
home with the kids? More commonly, the answer is nobody.

A song popular in the seventies beautifully portrays the cost of over-
commitment in family life. It was written by Sandy and Harry Chapin, who
titled it “Cat’s in the Cradle.” I’ve obtained permission to reproduce the
lyrics, as follows, specifically for the fathers who are reading this book:

Cat’s in the Cradle
By Sandy and Harry Chapin

My child arrived just the other day

he came to the world in the usual way—

But there were planes to catch and bills to pay



he learned to walk while I was away

and he was talkin’ fore I knew it and as he grew

he’d say

I’m gonna be like you, Dad

you know I’m gonna be like you.

and the cat’s in the cradle and the silver spoon

Little boy blue and the man in the moon

when you comin’ home, Dad

I don’t know when

but we’ll get together then—

you know we’ll have a good time then

My son turned 10 just the other day

he said, Thanks for the ball, Dad, com’on let’s play

Can you teach me to throw?

I said not today, I got a lot to do

He said, That’s okay

and he walked away but his smile never dimmed

it said I’m gonna be like him, yeah

you know I’m gonna be like him

and the cat’s in the cradle and the silver spoon

Little boy blue and the man in the moon

when you comin’ home, Dad



I don’t know when

but we’ll get together then—

you know we’ll have a good time then

Well he came home from college just the other day

so much like a man I just had to say

Son, I’m proud of you, can you sit for awhile

He shook his head and said with a smile—

what I’d really like, Dad, is to borrow the car keys

see you later, can I have them please?

When you comin’ home, Son?

I don’t know when

but we’ll get together then

you know we’ll have a good time then

I’ve long since retired, my son’s moved away

I called him up just the other day

I said I’d like to see you if you don’t mind

He said, I’d love to, Dad—if I can find the time

You see my new job’s a hassle and the kids have the flu

but it’s sure nice talkin’ to you, Dad

It’s been nice talking to you

And as I hung up the phone, it occurred to me—

he’d grown up just like me; my boy was just like me



and the cat’s in the cradle and the silver spoon

Little boy blue and the man in the moon

when you comin’ home, Son?

I don’t know when

but we’ll get together then, Dad,

we’re gonna have a good time then[7]

Do those words strike home to anyone but me? Have you felt the years
slipping by with far too many unfulfilled promises to your children? Have
you heard yourself saying,

Son, we’ve been talking about that wagon we were going to build
one of these Saturdays, and I just want you to know that I haven’t
forgotten it. But we can’t do it this weekend ’cause I have to make
an unexpected trip to Indianapolis. However, we will get to it one of
these days. I’m not sure if it can be next weekend, but you keep
reminding me and we’ll eventually work together. And I’m going to
take you fishing, too. I love to fish and I know a little stream that is
jumping with trout in the spring. But this just happens to be a very
busy month for your mom and me, so let’s keep planning and before
you know it, the time will be here.

Then the days soon become weeks, and the weeks flow into months and
years and decades . . . and our kids grow up and leave home. Then we sit in
the silence of our family rooms, trying to recall the precious experiences
that escaped us there. Ringing in our ears is that haunting phrase, “We’ll
have a good time . . . then . . . ”

Oh, I know I’m stirring a measure of guilt into the pot with these words.
But perhaps we need to be confronted with the important issues of life, even
if they make us uncomfortable. Furthermore, I feel obligated to speak on
behalf of the millions of children around the world who are reaching for



fathers who aren’t there. The names of specific boys and girls come to my
mind as I write these words, symbolizing the masses of lonely kids who
experience the agony of unmet needs. Let me acquaint you with two or
three of those children whose paths I have crossed.

I think, first, of the mother who approached me after I had spoken some
years ago. She had supported her husband through college and medical
school, only to have him divorce her in favor of a younger plaything. She
stood with tears in her eyes as she described the impact of his departure on
her two sons.

“They miss their daddy every day,” she said. “They don’t understand
why he doesn’t come to see them. The older boy, especially, wants a father
so badly that he reaches for every man who comes into our lives. What can
I tell him? How can I meet the boy’s needs for a father who will hunt and
fish and play football and bowl with him and his brother? It’s breaking my
heart to see them suffer so much.”

I gave this mother a few suggestions and offered my understanding and
support. The next morning I spoke for the final time at her church.
Following the service, I stood on the platform as a line of people waited to
tell me good-bye and extend their greetings. Standing in the line was the
mother with her two sons.

They greeted me with smiles and I shook the older child’s hand. Then
something happened which I did not recall until I was on my way back to
Los Angeles. The boy did not let go of my hand! He gripped it tightly,
preventing me from welcoming others who pressed around. To my regret, I
realized later that I had unconsciously grasped his arm with my other hand,
pulling myself free from his grip. I sat on the plane, realizing the full
implications of that incident. You see, this lad needed me. He needed a man
who could take the place of his renegade father. And I had failed him, just
like all the rest. Now I’m left with the memory of a child who said with his
eyes, “Could you be a daddy to me?”!

Another child has found a permanent place in my memory, although I
don’t even know her name. I was waiting to catch a plane at Los Angeles
International Airport, enjoying my favorite activity of “people watching.”



But I was unprepared for the drama about to unfold. Standing near me was
an old man who was obviously waiting for someone who should have been
on the plane that arrived minutes before. He examined each face intently as
the passengers filed past. I thought he seemed unusually distressed as he
waited.

Then I saw the little girl who stood by his side. She must have been
seven years old, and she, too, was desperately looking for a certain face in
the crowd. I have rarely seen a child more anxious than this cute little girl.
She clung to the old man’s arm, who I assumed to be her grandfather. Then
as the last passengers came by, one by one, the girl began to cry silently.
She was not merely disappointed in that moment; her little heart was
broken. The grandfather also appeared to be fighting back the tears. In fact,
he was too upset to comfort the child, who then buried her face in the sleeve
of his worn coat.

“Oh, God!” I prayed silently. “What special agony are they experiencing
in this hour? Was it the child’s mother who abandoned her on that painful
day? Did her daddy promise to come and then change his mind?”

My great impulse was to throw my arms around the little girl and shield
her from the awfulness of that hour. I wanted her to pour out her grief in the
protection of my embrace, but I feared that my intrusion would be
misunderstood. So I watched helplessly. Then the old man and the child
stood silently as the passengers departed from two other planes, but the
anxiety on their faces had turned to despair. Finally, they walked slowly
through the terminal and toward the door. Their only sound was the
snuffing of the little girl who fought to control her tears.

Where is this child now? God only knows.
If the reader will bear with me, I must introduce you to one other child

whose family experience has become so common in the Western world. I
was waiting at Shawnee Mission Hospital for word on my dad’s heart
condition, after he was stricken in September. There in the waiting room
was an American Girl magazine which caught my attention. (I must have
been desperate for something to read to have been attracted to American
Girl.)



I opened the cover page and immediately saw a composition written by
a fourteen-year-old girl named Vicki Kraushaar. She had submitted her
story for publication in the section of the magazine entitled “By You.” I’ll
let Vicki introduce herself and describe her experience.

That’s the Way Life Goes Sometimes

When I was ten, my parents got a divorce. Naturally, my father told
me about it, because he was my favorite. [Notice that Vicki did not
say, “I was his favorite.”]

“Honey, I know it’s been kind of bad for you these past few
days, and I don’t want to make it worse. But there’s something I
have to tell you. Honey, your mother and I got a divorce.”

“But, Daddy—”
“I know you don’t want this, but it has to be done. Your mother

and I just don’t get along like we used to. I’m already packed and
my plane is leaving in half an hour.”

“But, Daddy, why do you have to leave?”
“Well, honey, your mother and I can’t live together anymore.”
“I know that, but I mean why do you have to leave town?”
“Oh. Well, I got someone waiting for me in New Jersey.”
“But, Daddy, will I ever see you again?”
“Sure you will, honey. We’ll work something out.”
“But what? I mean, you’ll be living in New Jersey, and I’ll be

living here in Washington.”
“Maybe your mother will agree to you spending two weeks in

the summer and two in the winter with me.”
“Why not more often?”
“I don’t think she’ll agree to two weeks in the summer and two

in the winter, much less more.”
“Well, it can’t hurt to try.”



“I know, honey, but we’ll have to work it out later. My plane
leaves in twenty minutes and I’ve got to get to the airport. Now I’m
going to get my luggage, and I want you to go to your room so you
don’t have to watch me. And no long good-byes either.”

“Okay, Daddy. Good-bye. Don’t forget to write.”
“I won’t. Good-bye. Now go to your room.”
“Okay. Daddy, I don’t want you to go!”
“I know, honey. But I have to.”
“Why?”
“You wouldn’t understand, honey.”
“Yes, I would.”
“No, you wouldn’t.”
“Oh well. Good-bye.”
“Good-bye. Now go to your room. Hurry up.”
“Okay. Well, I guess that’s the way life goes sometimes.”
“Yes honey. That’s the way life goes sometimes.”
After my father walked out that door, I never heard from him

again.[8]

Vicki speaks eloquently on behalf of millions of American children who
have heard those shattering words, “Honey, your mother and I are getting a
divorce.” Throughout the world, husbands and wives are responding to the
media blitz which urges and goads them to do their own thing, to chase
impulsive desires without regard for the welfare of their families.

“The kids will get over it,” goes the rationalization.
Every form of mass communication seemed mobilized to spread the

“me first” philosophy during the 1970s and early 1980s. Frank Sinatra said
it musically when he sang “I did it my way.” Sammy Davis Jr. echoed the
sentiment in “I’ve Gotta Be Me.” Robert J. Ringer provided the literary
version in Looking Out for Number One, which became the bestselling
book in America for forty-six weeks. It was flanked by Open Marriage,



Creative Divorce, and Pulling Your Own Strings, among hundreds of other
dangerous bestsellers. The EST program then sold the same sickness under
the guise of psychological health.

It all sounded so noble at the time. It was called “the discovery of
personhood,” and if offered an intoxicating appeal to our selfish lusts. But
when this insidious philosophy had wormed its way into our system of
values, it began to rot us from within. First, it encouraged an insignificant
flirtation with sin (perhaps with a man or woman from New Jersey)
followed by passion and illicit sexual encounters, followed by
camouflaging lies and deceit, followed by angry words and sleepless nights,
followed by tears and anguish, followed by crumbling self-esteem, followed
by attorneys and divorce courts and property settlements, followed by
devastating custody hearings. And from deep within the maelstrom, we can
hear the cry of three wounded children—two girls and a boy—who will
never fully recover. “Then when lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin:
and sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth death” (James 1:15, KJV).

Lest I sound self-righteous and “preachy,” let me focus the glaring
spotlight on my own inadequacies. While I have never been involved in an
affair, nor will I ever, there have certainly been times when I have permitted
overcommitment to rob my children of my involvement. I’ll reveal the
details in the following chapter for those who have the inclination to
continue.

My father often quoted Eugene Field’s “Little Boy Blue” to me when I
was a child. This poem has always been a favorite, but it has assumed new
meaning since the birth of my children.

Little Boy Blue

The little toy dog is covered with dust,

But sturdy and staunch he stands;

And the little toy soldier is red with rust,

And his musket moulds in his hands.



Time was when the little toy dog was new,

And the soldier was passing fair;

And that was the time when our Little Boy Blue

Kissed them and put them there.

“Now, don’t you go till I come,” he said,

“And don’t you make any noise!”

So, toddling off to his trundle-bed,

He dreamt of the pretty toys;

And, as he was dreaming, an angel song

Awakened our Little Boy Blue—

Oh! the years are many, the years are long,

But the little toy friends are True!

Ay, faithful to Little Boy Blue they stand,

Each in the same old place—

Awaiting the touch of a little hand,

The smile of a little face;

And they wonder, as waiting the long years through

In the dust of that little chair,

What has become of our Little Boy Blue

Since he kissed them and put them there.
E U G E N E  F I E L D
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S e v e n

A MAN AND HIS ULTIMATE
PRIORITY

It occurred first in 1969, when Dare to Discipline was being written. I was
running at an incredible speed, working myself to death like every other
man I knew. I was Superintendent of Youth for my church, and labored
under a heavy speaking schedule. Eight or ten “unofficial” responsibilities
were added to my full-time commitment at USC School of Medicine and
Children’s Hospital of Los Angeles. I once worked seventeen nights straight
without being home in the evening. Our five-year-old daughter would stand
in the doorway and cry as I left in the morning, knowing she might not see
me until the next sunrise.

Although my activities were bringing me professional advancement and
the trappings of financial success, my dad was not impressed. He had
observed my hectic lifestyle and felt obligated to express his concern.
While flying from Los Angeles to Hawaii one summer, he used that quiet
opportunity to write me a lengthy letter. It was to have a sweeping influence
on my life. Let me quote one paragraph from his message which was
especially poignant:

Danae [referring to our daughter] is growing up in the wickedest
section of a world much farther gone into moral decline than the
world into which you were born. I have observed that the greatest
delusion is to suppose that our children will be devout Christians
simply because their parents have been, or that any of them will
enter into the Christian faith in any other way than through their
parents’ deep travail of prayer and faith. But this prayer demands
time, time that cannot be given if it is all signed and conscripted and



laid on the altar of career ambition. Failure for you at this point
would make mere success in your occupation a very pale and
washed-out affair, indeed.

Those words, written without accusation or insult, hit me like the blow
from a hammer. It contained several themes which had the ring of eternal
truth. First, it is more difficult to teach proper values today than in years
past because of the widespread rejection of Christian principles in our
culture. In effect, there are many dissonant voices which feverishly
contradict everything for which Christianity stands. The result is a
generation of young people who have discarded the moral standards of the
Bible.

Numerous studies have documented the steady increase in promiscuity
occurring among teenagers and college-aged young people. For example,
the American Journal of Diseases of Children[9] reported that of 677
seventh, eighth, and ninth graders in a mostly white, lower middle-class
junior high in Indianapolis, 55 percent had had sex. More than 50 percent of
the boys had intercourse by age thirteen, and more than 50 percent of the
girls had intercourse by sixteen.

Quoting from Josh McDowell’s book The Myths of Sex Education, “A
1987 study by the National Academy of Science discovered, ‘the attitude
shift has been best documented among girls. From 1971 to 1982, the
proportion of unmarried girls aged 15-19 who had had sexual intercourse at
least once increased from 28 percent to 44 percent.’”[10]

This is the world in which our children are being raised. We need all the
help we can get to lead them through the minefields of adolescence.

The second concept in my dad’s letter was the one that ended my
parental complacency. He helped me realize that it is possible for mothers
and fathers to love and revere God while systematically losing their
children. You can go to church three times a week, serve on its governing
board, attend the annual picnic, pay your tithes, and make all the approved
religious noises, yet somehow fail to communicate the real meaning of
Christianity to the next generation.



I have since talked to dozens of parents whose children are grown and
married.

“We thought our kids had accepted our faith and beliefs,” they say, “but
somehow, we failed to get it across.”

For those younger parents whose children are still at an impressionable
age, please believe the words of my dad, “The greatest delusion is to
suppose that our children will be devout Christians simply because their
parents have been, or that any of them will enter into the Christian faith in
any other way than through their parents’ deep travail of prayer and faith.”

If you doubt the validity of this assertion, may I suggest that you read
the story of Eli in 1 Samuel 2–4? Here is the account of a priest and servant
of God who failed to discipline his children. He was apparently too busy
with the “work of the church” to be a leader in his own home. The two boys
grew up to be evil young men on whom God’s judgment fell.

It concerned me to realize that Eli’s service to the Lord was insufficient
to compensate for his failure at home. Then I read farther in the narrative
and received confirmation of the principle. Samuel, the saintly man of God
who stood like a tower of spiritual strength throughout his life, grew up in
Eli’s home. He watched Eli systematically losing his children, yet Samuel
proceeded to fail with his family, too! That was a deeply disturbing truth. If
God would not honor Samuel’s dedication by guaranteeing the salvation of
his children, will He do more for me if I’m too busy to do my “homework”?

Having been confronted with these spiritual obligations and
responsibilities, the Lord then gave me an enormous burden for my two
children. I carry it to this day. There are times when it becomes so heavy
that I ask God to remove it from my shoulders, although the concern is not
motivated by the usual problems or anxieties. Our kids are apparently
healthy and seem to be holding their own emotionally and academically.
(Update: Both Danae and Ryan have grown up with a passion for sharing
God’s love with others as authors and speakers.) The source of my burden
derives from the awareness that a “tug of war” is being waged for the hearts



and minds of every child on earth, including these two precious human
beings. Satan would deceive and destroy them if given the opportunity, and
they will soon have to choose the path they will take.

This mission of introducing one’s children to the Christian faith can be
likened to a three-man relay race. First, your father runs his lap around the
track, carrying the baton, which represents the gospel of Jesus Christ. At the
appropriate moment, he hands the baton to you, and you begin your journey
around the track. Then finally, the time will come when you must get the
baton safely in the hands of your child. But as any track coach will testify,
relay races are won or lost in the transfer of the baton. There is a critical
moment when all can be lost by a fumble or miscalculation. The baton is
rarely dropped on the back side of the track when the runner has it firmly in
his grasp. If failure is to occur, it will likely happen in the exchange
between generations!

According to the Christian values which govern my life, my most
important reason for living is to get the baton—the gospel—safely in the
hands of my children. Of course, I want to place it in as many other hands
as possible, and I’m deeply devoted to the ministry to families that God has
given me. Nevertheless, my number one responsibility is to evangelize my
own children. In the words of my dad, everything else appears “pale and
washed-out” when compared with that fervent desire. Unless my son and
daughter grasp the faith and take it with them around the track, it matters
little how fast they run. Being first across the finish line is meaningless
unless they carry the baton with them.

The urgency of this mission has taken Shirley and me to our knees since
before the birth of our first child. Furthermore, since October 1971 until
early 1978, I designated one day a week for fasting and prayer specifically
devoted to the spiritual welfare of our children. (Shirley then accepted the
responsibility and continues it to this day.) This commitment springs from
an intense awareness of our need for divine assistance in the awesome task
of parenthood. There is not enough knowledge in the books—not enough
human wisdom anywhere on earth—to guarantee the outcome of parenting.



There are too many factors beyond our control—too many evil influences—
that mitigate against the Christian message. That is why we find ourselves
in prayer, week after week, uttering this familiar petition:

Lord, here we are again. You know what we need even before we
ask, but let us say it one more time. When You consider the many
requests we have made of You through the years . . . regarding our
health and my ministry and the welfare of our loved ones . . . please
put this supplication at the top of the list: keep the circle of our little
family unbroken when we stand before You on the Day of
Judgment. Compensate for our mistakes and failures as parents, and
counteract the influences of an evil world that would undermine the
faith of our children. And especially, Lord, we ask for Your
involvement when our son and daughter stand at the crossroads,
deciding whether or not to walk the Christian path. They will be
beyond our care at that moment, and we humbly ask You to be there.
Send a significant friend or leader to help them choose the right
direction. They were yours before they were born, and now we give
them back to You in faith, knowing that You love them even more
than we do. Toward that end, we dedicate this day of fasting and
prayer.

Not only has God heard this prayer, but He has blessed it in ways that
we did not anticipate in the beginning. First, it has represented a project
which Shirley and I have enjoyed together, drawing us closer to one another
as we drew closer to God. Secondly, this act of fasting each week serves to
remind us continually of our system of priorities. It is very difficult to forget
your highest values when one day out of seven is spent concentrating on
them. Finally, and most importantly, the children have seen this act of
discipline every Tuesday, and have been influenced by it. Conversations
similar to the one below occurred throughout the critical years of childhood.

“Why are you not eating dinner with us tonight, Dad?”
“This is Tuesday and I’m fasting today.”



“Oh, yeah—what did you say ‘fasting’ meant?”
“Well, some Christians go without food during a short time of special

prayer. It’s a way of asking God for a blessing, or of expressing love to
Him.”

“What are you asking for?”
“Your mother and I are praying for you and your brother today. We’re

asking God to lead and direct your lives; we want Him to help you choose a
profession and to find the right person to marry, if that is His will. We’re
also asking Him to walk with you every day of your lives.”

“You must love us a lot to fast and pray like that.”
“We do love you. And God loves you even more.”
I suppose there’s another explanation behind my concern for the

spiritual welfare of our two children. I’m told that George McCluskey, my
great-grandfather on the maternal side, carried a similar burden for his
children through the final decades of his life. He invested the hour from
eleven to twelve o’clock each morning to intercessory prayer for his family.
However, he was not only asking God to bless his children; he extended his
request to generations not yet born! In effect, my great-grandfather was
praying for me.

Toward the end of his life, the old man announced that God had made a
very unusual promise to him. He was given the assurance that every
member of four generations of our family would be Christians, including
those yet to be born. He then died and the promise became part of the
spiritual heritage that was passed to those of us in George McCluskey’s
bloodline.

Since I represent the fourth generation subsequent to the one that
included my great-grandfather, his promise assumes added significance. It
has, in fact, been fulfilled in a fascinating way. McCluskey and his wife
were ministers and charter members in their church denomination. They
brought two daughters into the world, one eventually becoming my
grandmother and the other my great-aunt. Those two girls married men who
were ministers in the same denomination as their parents. Between them,
they produced a boy and four girls, one becoming my mother. The girls all



married ministers in the same denomination and the boy became one. Then
came my generation. My cousin H. B. London and I were the first two
members to reach the age for college, where we were roommates. During
the first semester of our sophomore year, he announced that God had called
him to be a minister in (you guessed it) the same denomination as his great-
grandfather. And believe me, I began to get very nervous about the entire
proposition!

I now represent the first, though not the only, member of four
generations from the time of my great-grandfather who has not felt
specifically “called” into the ministry. But considering the hundreds of
times I have stood before audiences, talking about the gospel of Jesus Christ
and its application to family life, I have to ask, “What’s the difference?”!
God has marvelous methods of implementing His purposes in our lives.
There have been times as I have sat on the platform of a large church,
waiting to speak, that I have felt the presence of the old man . . . and it
seemed as though he was smiling mischievously from the beyond.

Though my great-grandfather is long dead, having died a year before
my birth, he still provides the richest source of inspiration for me. It
staggers the mind to realize that the prayers of this one man, spoken more
than fifty years ago, reach across four generations of time and influence
developments in my life today. That is the power of prayer and the source
of my hope and optimism. Don’t tell me God is dead . . . or that He doesn’t
honor His commitments. George McCluskey and I know that He lives!

The men in my family have transmitted a spiritual heritage that is more
valuable than any monetary estate they could have accumulated. And I am
determined to preserve it on behalf of my children. There is no higher
calling on the face of the earth.

Are All the Children In

I think at times as the night draws nigh

of an old house on the hill

And of a yard all wide and blossomed-starred



where the children play at will

And when the night at last came down hushing

the merry din

Mother would look around and ask—

are all the children in

Oh, it’s many, many a year since then

and the old house on the hill

No longer echoes to childish feet and the

yard is still, so still

But I see it all as the shadows creep

and though many the year since then

I can hear Mother ask—are all the children in

I wonder if when the shadows fall on the last short earthly day

When we say good-bye to the world outside

All tired with our childish play

When we step out into the other land where

Mother so long has been

Will we hear her ask just as of old

are all the children in
A N O N Y M O U S



E i g h t

A MAN AND HIS AUTHORITY

The following “Letter to the Editor” appeared in Moody Monthly, dated
February 1979:

The other day I was sitting in a muffler shop, waiting for a new
muffler to be put in our car. A young Mommi came in with Mark,
about five years old, and plopped down two seats away from mine.
After three minutes, Mark began to demand “a dwink,” pointing to
the pop machine.

“No, Mark,” the Mommi said. But Mark knew, and I knew, by
the way she said “no” that she really meant “keep pushing me and
I’ll give in.” So Mark began his campaign. He threatened to hit her.
He got on the floor and screamed. He accused her of not loving him.
And he said some things that little Maxis or Marks should not say. It
was too much.

I turned to the Mommi and said, “Please, for Mark’s sake,
discipline him! He will thank you for it later. Buy a copy of Dr.
James Dobson’s book, Dare to Discipline (Tyndale) for Mark’s sake
and yours.”

Did she? I don’t know. Will you? I hope so.
The letter was unsigned, so I have no way of thanking the writer for her

generous recommendation. I know how she feels, however, for I have also
watched little Maxis and Marks do their thing in airports and restaurants
and muffler shops across the country. And as you might guess, it is
incredibly difficult for me to remain silent when I see a 40-pound child
intimidate and outmaneuver his 150-pound parent. I’m rarely as blunt as the



writer of the letter above, although I once asked the mother of a four-year-
old spitfire named Tara if her child’s name was spelled Terror. Mother did
not reply.

In the absence of parental leadership, some children become extremely
obnoxious and defiant, especially in public places. Perhaps the best
example was a ten-year-old boy named Robert, who was a patient of my
good friend Dr. William Slonecker. Dr. Slonecker and his pediatric staff
dreaded the days when Robert was scheduled for an office visit. He literally
attacked the clinic, grabbing instruments and files and telephones. His
passive mother could do little more than shake her head in bewilderment.

During one physical examination, Dr. Slonecker observed severe
cavities in Robert’s teeth and knew that the boy must be referred to a local
dentist. But who would be given the honor? A referral like Robert could
mean the end of a professional friendship. Dr. Slonecker eventually decided
to send him to an older dentist who reportedly understood children. The
confrontation that followed now stands as one of the classic moments in the
history of human conflict.

Robert arrived in the dental office, prepared for battle.
“Get in the chair, young man,” said the doctor.
“No chance!” replied the boy.
“Son, I told you to climb onto the chair, and that’s what I intend for you

to do,” said the dentist.
Robert stared at his opponent for a moment and then replied, “If you

make me get in that chair, I will take off all my clothes.”
The dentist calmly said, “Son, take ’em off.”
The boy forthwith removed his shirt, undershirt, shoes and socks, and

then looked up in defiance.
“All right, son,” said the dentist. “Now get on the chair.”
“You didn’t hear me,” sputtered Robert. “I said if you make me get on

that chair, I will take off all my clothes.”
“Son, take ’em off,” replied the man.
Robert proceeded to remove his pants and shorts, finally standing totally

naked before the dentist and his assistant.



“Now, son, get in the chair,” said the doctor.
Robert did as he was told, and sat cooperatively through the entire

procedure. When the cavities were drilled and filled, he was instructed to
step down from the chair. “Give me my clothes now,” said the boy.

“I’m sorry,” replied the dentist. “Tell your mother that we’re going to
keep your clothes tonight. She can pick them up tomorrow.”

Can you comprehend the shock Robert’s mother received when the door
to the waiting room opened, and there stood her pink son, as naked as the
day he was born? The room was filled with patients, but Robert and his
mom walked past them and into the hall. They went down a public elevator
and into the parking lot, ignoring the snickers of onlookers.

The next day, Robert’s mother returned to retrieve his clothes, and asked
to have a word with the dentist. However, she did not come to protest.
These were her sentiments: “You don’t know how much I appreciate what
happened here yesterday. You see, Robert has been blackmailing me about
his clothes for years. Whenever we are in a public place, such as a grocery
store, he makes unreasonable demands of me. If I don’t immediately buy
him what he wants, he threatens to take off all his clothes. You are the first
person who has called his bluff, doctor, and the impact on Robert has been
incredible!”

No great insight is required to recognize the need for discipline in the
lives of Robert, Tara, and Mark, among thousands of their peers. Common
sense would reveal as much. Children who are permitted to rule their
bewildered parents are among the most frustrated creatures in God’s
universe, as they scream and protest and pound on the floor. Nevertheless,
the humanistic theorists of our day have somehow concluded that what
these kids need is freedom from adult leadership. Authority, even when it is
permeated with love, is perceived as harmful to children.

That incredible concept has given birth to a powerful political force
operating within the Children’s Rights Movement (CRM). Their objectives
are outlined in a Child’s Bill of Rights, originally written by Dr. Richard
Farson,[11] and paraphrased below:



1. Children should have the right to make all their own decisions. CRM
advocates consider this to be the fundamental right on which all others
stand. As such, it proposes the annihilation of parental leadership.

2. Children of any age should have the right to live where they choose.
For example, if a three-year-old boy decided to move in with a candy-
buying neighbor, his parents would be legally prohibited from bringing
him home. No kidding!

3. Children of any age should have the right to vote and be involved in
any decisions that affect their lives (whether governmental,
ecclesiastical, educational, medical or familial).

4. Children should have access to any information that is available to
adults. No pornography or violence could be shielded from a child, nor
could his medical or school records be withheld.

5. Children should be permitted to engage in any sexual activity that is
legal for their parents. If a fifteen-year-old boy elected to bring home a
playmate to spend the night, his parents could only step aside and
watch them shut the bedroom door. An eight-year-old girl could
pleasure an adult male with no legal implication for either generation,
provided the consent was “mutual.”

6. Children of any age should be totally responsible for their own
educational pursuits, being free to quit school or attend only when
convenient. Compulsory education would be eliminated at all grade
levels.

7. Children should have their physical environment constructed to fit
their size, instead of asking them to adapt to the world of adults. The
meaning of this item is unclear; I’m assuming it would be illegal to
build adult-sized furniture or put drinking fountains at their present
height.

8. Children should never be spanked under any circumstances, whether at
school or at home.

9. Children should be guaranteed the same system of justice that now
applies to adults. No minor disciplinary action could occur at school,
for example, until the child was tried, faced by his accusers, informed



of the evidence against him, and pronounced guilty by a jury of his
peers.

10. Children of any age should be permitted to join a labor union, seek
employment, receive equal pay for equal work, sign legal contracts,
manage all of their own money, and be financially independent. The
scrawled signature of a seven-year-old would be legally binding. It has
even been suggested by John Holt and others that children should
receive a guaranteed income, although it is unclear whom he intended
to provide it.

Can there be any doubt about the objective of these extreme “Children’s
Rights” advocates? They do not wish merely to weaken parental authority;
they want to kill it, once and for all. Their stated goals represent, in essence,
a series of prohibitions for parents and teachers. No, sir, you can’t require
your eight year old to go to school, or live at home, or feed the dog, or
attend church, or take his medicine, or speak respectfully to parents, or be
home by midnight, or clean his room, or return the stolen toy, or avoid X-
rated movies, or stop playing “doctor” with the child next door, or quit
drinking liquor. No, sir, you will go to jail if you deprive your child of his
rights in this fashion. You are the “peer” of your son, not his leader.

“Talk is cheap,” I can hear a few readers saying. “Just because a kookie
psychologist offers some way-out proposals for children is no reason to
believe those restrictions will be imposed on my family.”

I’m not so confident. The first major triumph for CRM was achieved in
Sweden, 1979, when it became illegal for parents to spank or otherwise
punish their children. The law, which the Swedish Parliament passed by a
vote of 259–6, prohibits “any act which, for the purpose of punishing,
causes the child injury or pain, even if the disturbance is mild and passing.”
The intent also prohibits psychological punishment such as scoldings,
sending the child to the bedroom, withdrawing television rights, and similar
humiliations. An emergency telephone service is provided twenty-four
hours a day so that youngsters can report parental violations directly to an
ombudsman.



Following this incredible development, American psychologists took to
the airways, advocating passage of a similar law in this country. The
elimination of punishment is merely a small part of what the Los Angeles
Times called “The Mounting March for Children’s Rights.” Accordingly, we
can expect the other nine objectives to become increasingly volatile in the
years ahead. In Sweden, again, where the Movement has found the most
fertile ground, a prominent professor of law at Stockholm University has
proposed that the Swedish constitution be amended to provide numerous
rights to minors. One component that he hopes to include is the right of kids
to “divorce” their parents. (Since writing the statement above, Sweden has
passed the proposed law.)

Of broader concern, the United Nations adopted a disturbing document
in 1989 entitled “The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child.” While it contained many worthy provisions designed to protect the
children of the world from exploitation and deprivation, it also included
seven articles that would undermine the authority of parents. Indeed, they
conform entirely to the spirit of the Children’s Rights Movement. They are:

Article 13 grants freedom of expression and the right to “seek,
receive and impact information and ideas of all kinds . . . either
orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other
media of the child’s choice.” No allowance is made for possible
parental restrictions based on family standards of decency.
Article 14 guarantees children freedom of “thought, conscience
and religion.” The parental role is only “to provide direction.”
Article 15 prohibits any restrictions on a child’s freedom of
association except as necessary for national security, public safety
or order, public health or morals, or to protect the rights and
freedoms of others. No parental right to oppose undesirable
friendship is mentioned.
Article 16 prohibits arbitrary interference with a child’s privacy,
family, home, or correspondence.



Article 17 entrusts to the mass media the responsibility for
providing children with information and material for their “social,
spiritual and moral well-being and physical and mental health.”
The media also should protect them from “information and
material injurious to his or her well-being.”
Article 18 grants the children of all working parents “the right of
benefit from child-care services and facilities.”
Article 19 requires the state to legislate and educate against all
forms of abuse of children in the care of their parents, guardians or
others, in order to stamp out “all forms of physical or mental
violence.” Observers are left wondering precisely what this means
and how much farther such legislation might go.[12]

It does not require a public policy analyst to recognize the thrust of this
United Nations Convention or its potential impact on parent leadership.
Most significantly, the documentation functions like a treaty. In other
words, it becomes legally binding on individuals living in countries which
ratify it. So far, ratification has occurred in one hundred ninety-one of the
one hundred ninety-three United Nations member countries. Only the
United States and Somalia have yet to ratify the convention provisions.

My point is that the Children’s Rights Movement is international in
scope, and that it has scored significant victories in the past thirty years.
Ultimately, its adherents wish to replace the ancient wisdom of the Judeo-
Christian system of values with the humanistic notions of the twentieth
century. We must not let them succeed. Parental authority and family
stability simply must not be undermined if we are to raise healthy children
and maintain the heritage handed to us by our forefathers.

In a brilliant monograph titled “Children’s Rights: The Ideological Road
to Sweden,” Professor William Donahue expressed this concern:

It is one of the great tragedies of our day that those who
professionally claim to represent the best interest of children . . . the
self-described child advocates . . . often do more to contribute to the



problem than resolve it. Specifically, it is those children’s rights
advocates who have pushed for positive rights (as opposed to those
who wish to stem child abuse) that have done, and are continuing to
do, great damage to the psychological well-being of children. Their
motives may be benign, but that is of little consequence in the end.
They think the number one problem facing children is the lack of
freedom. Having made the wrong diagnoses, they double their
mistake by holding a flawed definition of freedom. Strike three is
their solution to the problem.[13]

Donahue concludes, “If children were granted the same rights as adults,
the very seat of parental authority would collapse. Absent that social base,
all the individual attributes that freedom is predicated on would never
develop. Society, and the liberty that inheres it, would self destruct” (p. 5).

I should emphasize that I am not opposed to the many worthwhile
organizations that are working to secure a better life for children. Physical
abuse, sexual exploitation, and psychological trauma are being inflicted on
helpless boys and girls across this country, and I certainly do not wish to
discredit the efforts of those who seek to ameliorate their suffering.
However, within this body of concerned individuals is a smaller
constituency which I have described. They seek to impose a new way of life
. . . a new parental ethic . . . on families everywhere. They have been
remarkably successful in this effort during the past decade.

The extreme element of the Children’s Rights Movement is now
shifting its emphasis from a philosophical level to the courtroom. I received
a letter from an attorney several years ago who sought my help in defending
a father who was threatened with the loss of his child. The details are
difficult to believe. It appears that the Department of Social Service in his
community is attempting to remove a six-year-old girl from her home
because her father will not permit her to attend movies, listen to rock music,
or watch certain television programs. This child is well adjusted
emotionally and is popular with her friends in school. Her teacher reports



that she ranks in the top five students in her class, academically.
Nevertheless, the courts are being asked to remove her from her home
because of the intolerable “abuse” she is experiencing there.

Few matters make me angry during this tranquil phase of my life, but
you’ve just read one of them. When humanists are permitted to impose their
naive idealism on the composition and functioning of the basic family unit,
including yours and mine, then we are in serious trouble as a nation. In this
instance, they are undermining the right of parents to instill moral values in
their children, which is a responsibility ordained by God, Himself. I have
written these words before, but feel compelled to repeat their beleaguered
message: authority is the glue that holds human organizations together,
whether in a government, military, school, business . . . or home. Without
leadership in human relationships, chaos soon reigns supreme.

Three principles relative to authority are vitally important to the family,
and to the continuation of our way of life. Let me discuss them briefly:

1. The primary responsibility for the provision of authority in the home has
been assigned to men.

It will not be popular to restate the age-old biblical concept that God holds
men accountable for leadership in their families. Nevertheless, that’s the
way I interpret the Scriptures. First Timothy 3:4–5 (Phillips) states:

He [the father] must have proper authority in his own household,
and be able to control and command the respect of his children.

Whether it seems out of date or not, a Christian man is obligated to lead
his family to the best of his ability. This assignment does not justify iron-
fisted oppression of children or the disregard of a woman’s needs and
wishes, of course. But God apparently expects a man to be the ultimate
decision maker in his family. Likewise, he bears heavier responsibility for
the outcome of those decisions. If his family has purchased too many items
on credit, then the financial crunch is ultimately his fault. If the family
never reads the Bible or seldom goes to church, God holds the man to



blame. If the children are disrespectful and disobedient, the primary
responsibility lies with the father . . . not his wife. (I don’t remember Eli’s
wife being criticized for raising two evil sons; it was her husband who came
under God’s wrath. See 1 Samuel 3:13.)

From this perspective, what happens to a family when the designated
leader doesn’t do his job? Similar consequences can be seen in a
corporation whose president only pretends to direct the company. The
organization disintegrates very quickly. The parallel to leaderless families is
too striking to be missed. In my view, America’s greatest need is for
husbands to begin guiding their families, rather than pouring every physical
and emotional resource into the mere acquisition of money. That belief
motivated the book you are reading.

2. Children naturally look to their fathers for authority.

When my son Ryan was five years old, he overheard a reference to my
childhood.

“Daddy, were you ever a little boy?” he asked.
“Yes, Ryan, I was smaller than you,” I replied.
“Were you ever a baby?” he inquired with disbelief.
“Yes. Everyone is a tiny baby when he is born.”
Ryan looked puzzled. He simply could not comprehend his six-foot-

two-inch, 190-pound father as an infant. He thought for a minute and then
said, “Were you a daddy-baby?”

It was impossible for Ryan to imagine me without the mantle of
authority, even if I were a tiny newborn. His nine-year-old sister reacted
similarly the first time she was shown home movies of me when I was only
four. There on the screen was a baby-faced, innocent lad on a horse. Danae
had to be assured that the picture was of me, whereupon she exclaimed,
“That kid spanks me?!”

Danae and Ryan both revealed their perception of me . . . not as a man
who had been given authority . . . but as a man who was authority. Such is
the nature of childhood. Boys and girls typically look to their fathers, whose



size and power and deeper voices bespeak leadership. That’s why, despite
numerous exceptions, men teachers are likely to handle classroom
discipline more easily than soft ladies with feminine voices. (A woman
teacher once told me that the struggle to control her class was like trying to
keep thirty-two Ping-Pong balls under water at the same time.)

That is also why mothers need the disciplinary involvement of their
husbands. Not that a man must handle every act of disobedience, but he
should serve as the frame on which parental authority is constructed.
Furthermore, it must be clear to the kids that Dad is in agreement with
Mother’s policies and he will defend her in instances of insurrection.
Referring to 1 Timothy again, this is what is meant by a father having the
“proper authority in his own household.”

3. Authority will be tested.

Deeply ingrained in the human temperament is a self-will that rejects
external authority. This spirit of rebellion manifests itself during the first
year of life and dominates the personality during the second. The “terrible
twos” can be summarized by this barbed question, “By what right do you or
anyone else try to tell me what to do with my life!?” That same question
will be bellowed during the adolescent years, along with sweet little
comments such as, “I didn’t ask to be born, you know!” Johnny Carson
once said that if his teenager ever said that to him he’d reply, “It’s a good
thing you didn’t ask. I’d have said no.”

My point is that human beings at all ages are inclined to test the limits
of authority. At its most basic level, this resistance is an expression of
mankind’s spiritual rebellion against God. Anyone who doubts this
stubborn nature need only observe the sheer power of a toddler’s self-will.
Have you ever seen an angry three-year-old hold his breath until he
becomes unconscious? It happens. Consider the child whose mother wrote
me the following note:



My husband and I realized our two-year-old daughter was a strong-
willed child the night she was introduced to green peas. Julie took
one bite and then refused to swallow. But she also refused to spit out
the peas, no matter what we tried to do. We attempted to pry open
her jaws, then threatened to spank her. Finally, we pleaded with
Julie to cooperate, but she wouldn’t budge. There was nothing left to
do but put her to bed. Twelve hours later she awoke bright and
cheery with no peas in her mouth. We found them in a little pile
down at the foot of her bed. Her father and I were very relieved that
those green peas did not remain in her mouth all night long!

Could it be that a two-year-old girl is actually capable of
outmaneuvering and outlasting the adults in her world? It certainly is. And
if there is one blind spot in twenty-first-century psychology, it is the failure
to recognize this pugnacious human temperament and the importance of
responding appropriately when willful defiance occurs.

But what is the appropriate action to take in moments of rebellion? I
will permit a Certified Public Accountant, William Jarnagin, to answer that
question. He wrote me the following letter which speaks volumes about
parent-child relationships.

Dear Dr. Dobson:
This is a note of thanks for your work in strengthening the

American family. My wife and I have recently read four of your
books and we have profited very much from them.

Please permit me to relate a recent experience with our six-year-
old son, David. Last Friday night, my wife, Becky, told him to pick
up some orange peelings he had left on the carpet, which he knows
is a “no-no.” He failed to respond, and as a result received one slap
on his behind, whereupon he began an obviously defiant temper
tantrum.



Since I had observed the whole episode, I then called for my
paddle and applied it appropriately, saw to it that he picked up and
properly disposed of the orange peelings, and sent him straight to
bed, since it was already past his bedtime. After a few minutes,
when his emotions had had a chance to settle down, I went to his
room and explained that God had instructed all parents who truly
love their children to properly discipline them, etc., and that we
truly love him and therefore would not permit such defiant behavior.

The next morning, after I had gone to work, David presented his
mother with the following letter, together with a little stack of ten
pennies:

From David and Deborah

To Mom and Dad

Ross Dr. 3d house

Sellmer, Tennasse
39718

Dear Mom and Dad

here is 10 Cints for
Pattelling me when I
really neded and that
gos for Deborah to I love you

Love yur son David

and yur Doter Deborah

Oh, incidentally, Deborah is our one-year-old daughter whose
adoption should be final sometime in June.

Keep up your good work and may God bless you.



Sincerely,
William H. Jarnagin

Mr. William Jarnagin understands the appropriate response of a father to
a child’s defiance. It is neither harsh nor insulting nor dangerous nor
whimsical. Rather, it represents the firm but loving discipline that is
required for the best interest of the child. How fortunate is the boy or girl
whose father still comprehends that timeless concept.

SUMMARY

Men in Western nations have experienced a severe crisis of identity in
recent years, similar to the confusion that their wives have encountered. It
has been brought on by persistent challenges to everything traditionally
masculine, just as the women’s movement has mocked traditionally female
behavior and mores. Masculine leadership, especially, has been ridiculed as
“macho” and invariably self-serving. But the purpose of this chapter has
been to reaffirm the importance of authority in a family—first, in the
provision of gentle direction and guidance, and second, in raising healthy
children. Both objectives appear to be part of the Creator’s blueprint for a
successful home.



N i n e

QUESTIONS PERTAINING TO
CHILDREN

We have dealt exclusively with the relationship between a man and his
children to this point. Before turning to other aspects of masculine
involvement, perhaps we should devote a remaining chapter to questions
and answers relevant to boys and girls. This approach will permit me to
clarify the views presented, while anticipating additional questions that
might have been raised. Of special concern will be the matter of man’s
“ultimate priority”—winning children to Christ.

We’ll begin with an issue that is especially troubling to Christian
women, today. It is, in fact, a question that is often asked whenever I speak
on the subject of fatherhood.

1. I agree with your belief that the father should be the spiritual
leader in the family, but it just doesn’t happen that way at our
house. If the kids go to church on Sunday, it’s because I wake
them up and see that they get ready. If we have family
devotions, it’s done at my insistence, and I’m the one who prays
with the children at bedtime. If I didn’t do these things, our kids
would have no spiritual training. Nevertheless, people keep
saying that I should wait for my husband to accept spiritual
leadership in our family. What do you advise in my situation?

That’s an extremely important question, and a subject of controversy
right now. As you indicated, some Christian leaders instruct women to wait
passively for their husbands to assume spiritual responsibility. Until that
leadership is accepted, they recommend that wives stay out of the way and



let God put pressure on the husband to assume the role that He’s given to
men. I strongly disagree with that view when small children are involved. If
the issue focused only on the spiritual welfare of a husband and wife, then a
woman could afford to bide her time. However, the presence of boys and
girls changes the picture dramatically. Every day that goes by without
spiritual training for them is a day that can never be recaptured.

Therefore, if your husband is not going to accept the role of spiritual
leadership that God has given him, then I believe you must do it. You have
no time to lose. You should continue taking the family to church on Sunday.
You should pray with the children and teach them to read the Bible.
Furthermore, you must continue your private devotions and maintain your
own relationship with God. In short, I feel that the spiritual life of children
(and adults) is simply too important for a woman to postpone for two or
four or six years, hoping her husband will eventually awaken. Jesus made it
clear that members of our own family can erect the greatest barriers to our
faith, but must not be permitted to do so. He says, “Do not think that I have
come to bring peace on earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.
For I have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her
mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and a man’s foes
will be those of his own household. He who loves father or mother more
than me is not worthy of me; and he who loves son or daughter more than
me is not worthy of me” (Matthew 10:34–38, RSV).

I mentioned my grandfather, R. L. Dobson, earlier in this book. He was
a moral man who saw no need for the Christian faith. His spiritual
disinterest placed my grandmother, Juanita Dobson, under great pressure,
for she was a devout Christian who felt she must put God first. Therefore,
she accepted the responsibility of introducing her six children to Jesus
Christ. There were times when my grandfather exerted tremendous pressure
on her, not to give up her faith, but to leave him out of it.

He said, “I am a good father and provider, I pay my bills, and I am
honest in dealing with my fellow man. That is enough.”

His wife replied, “You are a good man, but that is not enough. You
should give your heart to God.” This he could not comprehend.



My ninety-seven-pound grandmother made no attempt to force her faith
on her husband, nor did she treat him disrespectfully. But she quietly
continued to pray and fast for the man she loved. For more than forty years
she brought this same petition before God on her knees.

Then at sixty-nine years of age, my grandfather suffered a stroke, and
for the first time in his life he was desperately ill. One day his young
daughter came into his room to clean and straighten. As she walked by his
bed, she saw tears in his eyes. No one had ever seen him cry before.

“Daddy, what’s wrong?” she asked.
He responded, “Honey, go to the head of the stairs and call your

mother.”
My grandmother ran to her husband’s side and heard him say, “I know

I’m going to die and I’m not afraid of death, but it’s so dark. There’s no
way out. I’ve lived my whole life through and missed the one thing that
really matters. Will you pray for me?”

“Will I pray?” exclaimed my grandmother. She had been hoping for that
request throughout her adult life. She fell to her knees and the intercessions
of forty years seemed to pour out through that bedside prayer. R. L. Dobson
gave his heart to God that day in a wonderful way.

During the next two weeks, he asked to see some of the church people
whom he had offended and requested their forgiveness. He concluded his
personal affairs and then died with a testimony on his lips. Before
descending into a coma from which he would never awaken, my
grandfather said, “ . . . Now there is a way through the darkness.”

The unrelenting prayers of my little grandmother had been answered.
Returning to the question, I would like to caution women not to become

“self-righteous” and critical of their husbands. Let everything be done in a
spirit of love. However, there may be some lonely years when the burden of
spiritual leadership with children must be carried alone. If that is the case,
the Lord has promised to walk with you through these difficult days.



2. Parents have been commanded in the Bible to “train up a child in
the way he should go.” But this poses a critical question: What
way should he go? If the first seven years represent the “prime
time” for religious training, what should be taught during this
period? What experiences should be included? What values
should be emphasized?

It is my strong belief that a child should be exposed to a carefully
conceived, systematic program of religious training. Yet we are much too
haphazard about this matter. Perhaps we would hit the mark more often if
we more clearly recognized the precise target.

Listed below is a “Checklist for Spiritual Training”—a set of targets at
which to aim. Many of the items require maturity which children lack, and
we should not try to make adult Christians out of our immature youngsters.
But we can gently urge them toward these goals—these targets—during the
impressionable years of childhood.

Essentially, the five scriptural concepts which follow should be
consciously taught, providing the foundation on which all future doctrine
and faith will rest. I encourage every Christian parent to evaluate his child’s
understanding of these five areas:

Concept I: “And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart” (Mark
12:30, KJV).

1. Is your child learning of the love of God through the love, tenderness,
and mercy of his parents? (most important)

2. Is he learning to talk about the Lord, and to include Him in his
thoughts and plans?

3. Is he learning to turn to Jesus for help whenever he is frightened or
anxious or lonely?

4. Is he learning to read the Bible?
5. Is he learning to pray?
6. Is he learning the meaning of faith and trust?



7. Is he learning the joy of the Christian way of life?
8. Is he learning the beauty of Jesus’ birth and death?

Concept II: “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself” (Mark 12:31, KJV).

1. Is he learning to understand and empathize with the feelings of others?
2. Is he learning not to be selfish and demanding?
3. Is he learning to share?
4. Is he learning not to gossip and criticize others?
5. Is he learning to accept himself?

Concept III: “Teach me to do thy will; for thou art my God” (Psalm
143:10, KJV).

1. Is he learning to obey his parents as preparation for later obedience to
God? (most important)

2. Is he learning to behave properly in church—God’s house?
3. Is he learning a healthy appreciation for both aspects of God’s nature:

love and justice?
4. Is he learning that there are many forms of benevolent authority

outside himself to which he must submit?
5. Is he learning the meaning of sin and its inevitable consequences?

Concept IV: “Fear God, and keep his commandments: for this is the whole
duty of man” (Ecclesiastes 12:13, KJV).

1. Is he learning to be truthful and honest?
2. Is he learning to keep the Sabbath day holy?
3. Is he learning the relative insignificance of materialism?
4. Is he learning the meaning of the Christian family, and the faithfulness

to it which God intends?
5. Is he learning to follow the dictates of his own conscience?



Concept V: “But the fruit of the Spirit is . . . self-control” (Galatians 5:22–
23, RSV).

1. Is he learning to give a portion of his allowance (and other money) to
God?

2. Is he learning to control his impulses?
3. Is he learning to work and carry responsibility?
4. Is he learning the vast difference between self-worth and egotistical

pride?
5. Is he learning to bow in reverence before the God of the universe?

In summary, your child’s first seven years should prepare him to say, at
the age of accountability, “Here am I, Lord. Send me!”

3. It is very difficult for us to have meaningful devotions as a family
because our young children seem so bored and uninvolved. They
yawn and squirm and giggle while we are reading the Bible. On
the other hand, we feel it is important to teach them to pray and
study God’s Word. Can you help us deal with this dilemma?

The one key word to family devotions is brevity. Children can’t be
expected to comprehend and appreciate lengthy adult spiritual activities.
Four or five minutes devoted to one or two Bible verses, followed by a
short prayer, usually represents the limits of attention during the preschool
years. To force young children to comprehend eternal truths in an eternal
devotional can be eternally dangerous.

4. My wife and I are new Christians, and we now realize that we
raised our kids by the wrong principles. They’re grown now, but
we continue to worry about the past, and we feel great regret for
our failures as parents. Is there anything we can do at this late
date?



Let me deal, first, with the awful guilt you are obviously carrying.
There’s hardly a parent alive who does not have some regrets and painful
memories of their failures as a mother or a father. Children are infinitely
complex, and we cannot be perfect parents any more than we can be perfect
human beings. The pressures of living are often enormous, and we get tired
and irritated; we are influenced by our physical bodies and our emotions,
which sometimes prevent us from saying the right things and being the
model we should. We don’t always handle our children as unemotionally as
we wish we had, and it’s very common to look back a year or two later and
see how wrong we were in the way we approached the problem.

All of us experience these failures! No one does the job perfectly! That’s
why each of us should get alone with the Creator of parents and children,
saying,

Lord, You know my inadequacies. You know my weaknesses, not
only in parenting, but in every area of my life. I did the best I could,
but it wasn’t good enough. As You broke the fishes and the loaves to
feed the five thousand, now take my meager effort and use it to bless
my family. Make up for the things I did wrong. Satisfy the needs
that I have not satisfied. Wrap Your great arms around my children,
and draw them close to You. And be there when they stand at the
great crossroads between right and wrong. All I can give is my best,
and I’ve done that. Therefore, I submit to You my children and my
self and the job I did as a parent. The outcome now belongs to You.

I know God will honor that prayer, even for parents whose job is
finished. The Lord does not want you to suffer from guilt over events you
can no longer influence. The past is the past. Let it die never to be
resurrected. Give the situation to God, and let Him have it. I think you’ll be
surprised to learn that you’re no longer alone!



5. My wife and I are extremely busy during this period of our lives.
My job takes me on the road several days a week, and my wife
has become very successful as a real estate agent. Quite
honestly, we are not able to spend much time with our three
children, but we give them our undivided attention when we are
together. My wife and I wish we had more family time, but we
take comfort in knowing that it’s not the quantity of time
between parents and child that really matters; it’s the quality of
time that makes the difference. Would you agree with that
statement?

Permit me to respond to your question by a back-door approach which
may seem irrelevant, at first. As a person who earns part of his living by use
of the King’s English, I often find myself examining the validity of folk
wisdom and clichés which have been accepted prima facie within our
culture. While discussing the legal ramifications of pornography with a
friend, for example, he confidently uttered that familiar phrase, “Well, you
can’t legislate morality, you know.” I nodded in agreement, but later asked
myself, “Why not?”

It is immoral to kill, rape, slander, defraud, and plunder, yet we have
managed to legislate against these behaviors, haven’t we? Is not all criminal
law based on the prohibition of certain inherently evil acts? Indeed, we
would be in a mess if our lawmakers truly believed, “You can’t legislate
morality, you know.”

Returning to the question of quantity versus quality in parent-child
relationships, we confront yet another widely quoted cliché that is equally
porous. Without intending disrespect for the father who asked the above
question, this phrase is bandied about by overcommitted and harassed
parents who feel guilty about the lack of time they spend with their
children. Their boys and girls are parked at child care centers during the day
and with baby-sitters at night, leaving little time for traditional parenting
activities. And to handle the discomfort of neglecting their children, Mom



and Dad cling to a catchphrase that makes it seem so healthy and proper:
“Well, you know, it’s not the quantity of time that matters, it’s the quality of
your togetherness that counts.”

There is a grain of truth in most popular notions, and this one is no
exception. We can all agree that there is no benefit in being with our
children seven days a week if we are angry, oppressive, unnurturing and
capricious with them. But from that point forward, the quantity versus
quality issue runs aground. Simply stated, that dichotomy will not be
tolerated in any other area of our lives; why do we apply it only to
children? Let me illustrate.

Let’s suppose you are very hungry, having eaten nothing all day. You
select the best restaurant in your city and ask the waiter for the finest steak
on his menu. He replies that the filet mignon is the house favorite, and you
order it charcoal broiled, medium rare. The waiter returns twenty minutes
later with the fare and sets it before you. There in the center of a large plate
is a lonely piece of meat, one inch square, flanked by a single bit of potato.

You complain vigorously to the waiter. “Is this what you call a steak
dinner?”

He then replies, “Sir, how can you criticize us before you taste that
meat? I have brought you one square inch of the finest steak money can
buy. It is cooked to perfection, salted with care, and served while hot. In
fact, I doubt if you could get a better piece of meat anywhere in the city. I’ll
admit that the serving is small, but after all, sir, everyone knows that it isn’t
the quantity that matters; it’s the quality that counts in steak dinners.”

“Nonsense!” you reply, and I certainly agree. You see, the subtlety of
this simple phrase is that it pits two necessary virtues in opposition to one
another and invites us to choose between them. If quantity and quality are
worthwhile ingredients in family relationships, then why not give our kids
both? It is insufficient to toss our “hungry” children an occasional bite of
steak, even it if is prime, corn-fed filet mignon.

My concern is that the quantity versus quality cliché has become,
perhaps, a rationalization for giving our kids neither!



6. I want to ask you a very personal question. Your books deal with
practical aspects of everyday living. They offer solutions and
suggestions for handling the typical frustrations and problems of
parenthood and marriage. But that makes me wonder about your
own family. Does your home always run smoothly? Do you ever
feel like a failure as a father? And if so, how do you deal with
self-doubt and recrimination?

I have been asked this question many times, although the answer should
surprise no one. Shirley and I experience the same frustrations and
pressures that others face. Our behavior is not always exemplary, nor is that
of our children. And our household can become very hectic at times.

Perhaps I can best illustrate my reply by describing the day we now
refer to as “Black Sunday.” For some reason, the Sabbath can be the most
frustrating day of the week for us, especially during the morning hours. I’ve
found that other parents also experience tensions during the “get ’em ready
for church” routine. But Black Sunday was especially chaotic. We began
that day by getting up too late, meaning everyone had to rush to get to
church on time. That produced emotional pressure, especially for Shirley
and me. Then there was the matter of the spilt milk at breakfast, and the
black shoe polish on the floor. And, of course, Ryan got dressed first,
enabling him to slip out the back door and get himself dirty from head to
toe. It was necessary to take him down to the skin and start over with clean
clothes once more. Instead of handling these irritants as they arose, we
began criticizing one another and hurling accusations back and forth. At
least one spanking was delivered, as I recall, and another three or four were
promised. Yes, it was a day to be remembered (or forgotten). Finally, four
harried people managed to stumble into church, ready for a great spiritual
blessing, no doubt. There’s not a pastor in the world who could have moved
us on that morning.

I felt guilty throughout the day for the strident tone of our home on that
Black Sunday. Sure, our children shared the blame, but they were merely
responding to our disorganization. Shirley and I had overslept, and that’s



where the conflict originated.
After the evening service, I called the family together around the

kitchen table. I began by describing the kind of day we had had, and asked
each person to forgive me for my part in it. Furthermore, I said that I
thought we should give each member of the family an opportunity to say
whatever he or she was feeling inside.

Ryan was given the first shot, and he fired it at his mother.
“You’ve been a real grouch today, Mom!” he said with feeling. “You’ve

blamed me for everything I’ve done all day long.”
Shirley then explained why she had been unhappy with her son, trying

not to be defensive about his charges.
Danae then poured out her hostilities and frustrations. Finally, Shirley

and I had an opportunity to explain the tensions that had caused our
overreaction.

It was valuable time of ventilation and honesty that drew us together
once more. We then had prayer as a family and asked the Lord to help us
live and work together in love and harmony.

My point is that every family has moments when they violate all the
rules—even departing from the Christian principles by which they have
lived. Fatigue itself can damage all the high ideals which have been
recommended to parents in seminars and books and sermons. The important
question is, how do mothers and fathers reestablish friendship within their
families when the storm has passed? Open, nonthreatening discussion offers
one solution to that situation.

Returning to the question, let’s acknowledge that a psychologist can no
more prevent all emotional distress for his family than a physician can
circumvent disease in his. We live in an imperfect world which inflicts
struggles on us all. Nevertheless, biblical principles offer the most healthy
approach to family living—even turning stress to our advantage. (Someday
I’ll tell you about Black Monday.)



7. You’ve indicated that seven deaths have occurred in your family
during an eighteen-month period. We have also had several
tragic losses in our family in recent years. My wife died when
our children were five, eight, and nine. I found it very difficult to
explain death to them during that time. Can you offer some
guidelines regarding how a parent can help his children cope
with the stark reality of death—especially when it strikes within
the immediate family?

Some years ago, I attended a funeral at the Inglewood Cemetery-
Mortuary in Inglewood, California. While there, I picked up a brochure
written by the president of the mortuary, John M. McKinley. Mr. McKinley
had been in the funeral business for fifteen years before writing this
valuable pamphlet entitled “If It Happens to Your Child.” He gave me
permission to reproduce the content here in answer to your question.

I knew Tommy’s parents because they lived in the neighborhood and
attended the same church. But I knew Tommy especially well
because he was one of the liveliest, happiest five-year-olds it had
ever been my pleasure to meet. It was a shock, therefore, when his
mother became a client of mine at the death of her husband.

As a doctor must learn to protect himself from the suffering of
his patients, so a funeral director must protect himself from grief.
During the course of the average year I come in direct contact with
several thousand men and women who have experienced a
shattering loss, and if I did not isolate myself from their emotions,
my job would be impossible. But I have not been able to isolate
myself from the children.

“I don’t know what I would have done if I had not had Tommy,”
his mother told me when I visited her in her home the morning she
called me. “He has been such a little man—hasn’t cried, and is



doing everything he can to take his daddy’s place.” And it was true.
Tommy was standing just as he imagined a man would stand, not
crying, and doing his best to take his daddy’s place.

I knew it was wrong. I knew I should tell her so—that Tommy
was not a man; that he needed to cry; that he needed comfort
probably far more than she. But I am not a psychologist, and I said
nothing.

In the two years since then I have watched Tommy. The joy has
not come back in his face, and it is clear even to my layman’s mind
that he is an emotionally sick child. I am sure it began when his
mother, unknowingly, made it difficult—impossible—for him to
express his grief, and placed on him an obligation he could not
fulfill; that of “taking daddy’s place.”

There have been few examples so clear cut as Tommy’s, but I
have seen so much that made me wince, and I have been asked so
often: “What should I tell Mary?” or Paul, or Jim, that I finally
decided to do something about it. I went to the experts, the men who
know how a child should be treated at such moments of tragedy, and
I asked them to lay down some guidelines that parents could
understand and follow. I talked to several psychologists and
psychiatrists and pediatricians, but principally to Dr. A. I. Duvall, a
psychiatrist, and Dr. James Gardner, a child psychologist. Translated
into my layman’s language, here is the gist of what I learned:

—When a child, like any other human being, experiences a
deeply painful loss, not only should he be permitted to cry; he
should be encouraged to cry until the need for tears is gone. He
should be comforted while the tears are flowing, but the words
“don’t cry” should be stricken from the language.

—The need to cry may be recurrent for several days, or at
widening intervals, several months; but when the need is felt, no
effort should be made to dam the tears. Instead, it should be made
clear that it is good to cry, and not “babyish” or “sissy” or anything
to be ashamed of.



—At times, the child may need to be alone with his grief, and if
this feeling comes, it should be respected. But otherwise physical
contact and comfort will be almost as healing as the tears.

—The child should be told the truth; that death is final.
“Mommy has gone on vacation,” or “Daddy has gone on a trip” only
adds to the confusion and delays the inevitable. Children—
particularly young children—have a very imperfect time sense. If
“Mommy has gone on a vacation,” they are going to expect her back
this afternoon or tomorrow. And when tomorrow and tomorrow
comes and she does not reappear, not only will the hurt be repeated,
endlessly, the child will lose faith in the surviving parent just at the
time when faith and trust are needed most. It is hard to say “never”
when you know it will make the tears flow harder, but it is the
kindest word in the long run.

—It is not necessary to explain death to a young child. It may
even be harmful to try. To the five-year-old, “death” is absence, and
explanations may only confuse him. If he has seen a dead bird or a
dead pet, it may be helpful to make a comparison; but the important
fact which the child must accept is absence. If he can be helped to
accept the fact that father or mother or brother or sister is gone and
will never return, then through questions and observations he will
gradually build his own picture of “death” and its meaning.

—A child should not be unduly shielded from the physical
appearance and fact of death. If a father dies, the child should be
permitted to see the body, so that with his own eyes he can see the
changes, the stillness, the difference between the vital strength
which was “daddy” and this inanimate mask which is not “daddy” at
all. Seeing with his own eyes will help.

—A child should be protected, however, from any massed
demonstrations of grief, as from a large group of mourners at a
funeral. Rather, the child should be taken in privately before the
funeral to say good-bye.



—If the child is very young—say two to five or six—great care
should be used in explaining death in terms which are meaningful to
adults, but which may be very puzzling to children. For example, to
say that “Mommy has gone to Heaven” may make perfect sense to a
religious bereaved father, but it may leave a five-year-old wondering
why mommy has deserted him. At that answer, “Heaven” is simply
a far place, and he will not be able to understand why his mother
stays there instead of coming home to take care of him.

—Along with tears, a child is quite likely to feel sharp
resentment, even anger at the dead parent, or the brother or sister
who has “gone.” This feeling is the result of the child’s conviction
that he has been deserted. If this feeling does arise, the child should
be permitted to express it freely, just as in the case of tears.

—More common, and frequently more unsettling to a child is its
guilt feelings when a death occurs. If he has been angry at his sister,
and the sister dies, he is likely to think it is his fault, that his anger
killed her. Or if his mother dies, and he is not told honestly and
simply what has happened, he is likely to believe that his
misbehavior drove her away. Guilt feelings in young children,
reinforced by death, can lead to neurotic patterns which last
throughout life.

But if a child is encouraged to cry until the need for tears is
gone; if he is comforted enough; if he is told the simple truth; if he
is permitted to see for himself the difference between death and life;
if his resentment or guilt is handled in the same straightforward way
as his tears, his sense of loss will still be great, but he will overcome
it.

There is a positive side, too. If death is treated as a natural part
of human experience, it is much easier for a loved one to live in
memory. When the initial impact of grief is gone, it is a natural thing
to remember and retell stories which evoke vivid recollections of the
personality and habits which made the loved one a special person.
Children take great delight in this, for in their rich world of



imagination they can make the absent one live again. Such
reminiscing does not renew or increase their sorrow. To the extent
that it makes them free to remember, the cause for sorrow is
removed.

Mr. McKinley’s advice is excellent, as far as it goes. However, it has not
included any references to the Christian message, which provides the only
satisfactory answer to death. Obviously, I disagree with Mr. McKinley’s
reservations about heaven. We can say, “Your mother is gone for now, but
thank God we’ll be together again on the other side!” How comforting for a
grieving child to know that a family reunion will someday occur from
which there will never be another separation! I recommend that Christian
parents begin acquainting their children with the gift of eternal life long
before they have need of this understanding.

8. A note from the author: One of the great privileges of my life has
been the receipt of personal mail from people who have read my
books or heard my broadcasts. We receive about 250,000 letters
each month, which represent a source of continual
enlightenment and encouragement to me (I read an assortment of
them while using the treadmill every morning). Of this mail, the
portion I enjoy most comes from children and teenagers. I’ve
reproduced below three letters from kids, because of the unique
messages they contain. The final two are examples of many
wherein children express frustration regarding their parents’
overcommitted schedules.

Dear Sir:
In your last Newsletter you asked me to help support your

television project. I’m writing to let you know why I won’t. First,
we don’t even have a T.V. Second, we send our extra money to
Missionaries. Third, I’m only eleven years old and I don’t have any
money.



Now I want to go back to the first reason, because it is the most
important one. In Psalms 101:3 it says: “I will set no wicked thing
before mine eyes . . . ” I have never lived with a television. My
parents never bought one. But from reading and hearing other
people talk, I understand there are people shown on television who
don’t have enough clothes on. People who steal, kill, lie and cheat
and swear. My parents have taught me, and the Bible says, those
things are wicked.

Maybe this doesn’t make sense to you, but it does to me. I don’t
think I’m missing anything, because we get to travel a lot and read
lots and lots of books.

Yours truly,
Tanya

Dear Tanya:
Your letter makes plenty of sense to me! Your parents are

absolutely right in saying that television is an evil force in our
society, and I respect them for having the courage not to own a set.

But I respect you even more. At only eleven years of age, you
already know what you believe and are committed to the Christian
way of life. I only wish most adults had the faith that you revealed
in your letter.

God has a purpose for your life, Tanya. It will be fun watching
His plan unfold. He loves you very much, and so do I.

James Dobson

Dear Dr. Dobson:
I feel like I’ve known you all my life after reading Preparing for

Adolescence. You answered all my questions in it.
I would like to tell you something about my experiences. When I

was only seven, we had to move from our town because my dad felt
God calling him to the pastorate.



I had always been close to my parents. Then we moved and
everything changed. My mom worked longer hours than before.
Sometimes I would go a whole week without seeing her. And that’s
no lie. She would come home crabby and then everybody would go
to bed crabby.

My dad was going to seminary, so he had the same schedule as
my sister [five years old] and I. But he was studying during his
wakeful hours. I thank God for keeping His hand on my sister’s and
my life during those tender years.

When I was nine years old, my dad was called to be a pastor of a
church. Now, three years later, I still have a communication gap
with my parents. But not my Heavenly Father.

The first year we were in our new town, I began having severe
pains in my legs. Then I couldn’t walk. I have juvenile rheumatoid
arthritis. Two months later, I was able to walk again, only because of
treatments and prayers.

Now I’m starting the seventh grade in September. I still have
arthritis but I’m “Learning to Lean.”

Please pray for me, Dr. Dobson, as I’m entering adolescence and
coping with my arthritis. It still gives me problems with my
walking.

Yours in Christ,
Charlotte

Dear Charlotte:
How special it was for you to write me. I receive thousands of

letters each year from parents and teachers who have read my
books, but fewer young people like you take the time to write. I
appreciated your comments about Preparing for Adolescence, and
I’m glad you found it helpful.

You are obviously a very courageous girl and I admire the way
you have faced difficult experiences. Remain true and faithful to
God’s laws, Charlotte, regardless of what the rest of the world does.



He will lead and guide you in the important days ahead.
Thanks again for taking time to write and share with me. I know

God will continue to bless you as you grow in His love.
Sincerely,
James Dobson

Dear Dr. Dobson
I have a working mom and a working dad and I would like to

know what us kids can do.
Brian

I will permit parents to respond to Brian’s question. They are, after all,
the only ones who can provide a satisfactory answer to it.



A MAN AND HIS WIFE



Te n

A MAN AND HIS WIFE

We turn our attention now to the relationship between husbands and wives,
which reminds me of a telephone call I received recently from a man who
had read my previous book The Strong-Willed Child. It did not answer his
questions. Furthermore, he said he had read my earlier book What Wives
Wish Their Husbands Knew About Women, and it didn’t satisfy his needs,
either.

“What I want you to write,” he continued, “is a combination of those
two books on the subject ‘How to Live with a Strong-Willed Woman’!”

I told him I wouldn’t touch that topic with a shovel, yet here I am about
to wade into an equally volatile matter. I want to discuss the characteristic
of women that men complain about most, and vice versa. In fact, I plan to
speak more bluntly in this chapter than in any statement on the subject I’ve
ever written. That should be enough to win me some enemies among both
sexes, but the time has come for straight talk to husbands and wives.

Perhaps you know that the divorce rate in America is now higher than in
any other civilized nation in the world. That is tragic. Even more distressing
to me is knowledge that the divorce rate for Christians is only slightly
lower than for the population at large. How could that possibly be true?
Jesus taught his followers to be loving, giving, moral, responsible, self-
disciplined, honest, and respectful. He also explicitly prohibited divorce
except for radical circumstances of infidelity. With these instructions, He
provided an unshakable foundation for a stable and loving relationship
between husband and wife. How can it be, then, that those who claim to
have accepted Jesus’ teaching and devoted their lives to Christian principles
are hardly more successful in maintaining harmonious families than those



who profess nothing? There’s an enormous contradiction tucked within
those words. As Howard Hendricks said, “If your Christianity doesn’t work
at home, it doesn’t work. Don’t export it!”

The truth is, the same circumstances that destroy non-Christian
marriages can also be deadly in the homes of believers. I’m not referring to
alcoholism or infidelity or compulsive gambling. The most common
marriage killer is much more subtle and insidious. Let me explain.

Suppose I have a counseling appointment at four o’clock tomorrow
afternoon with a person whom I’ve never met. Who is that person and what
will be the complaint that brings him or her to me? First, the counselee will
probably be Mrs. Jones, not her husband. A man is seldom first to seek
marriage counseling, and when he does, it is for a different motive than his
wife seeks it. She comes because her marriage is driving her crazy. He
comes because his wife is driving him crazy.

Mrs. Jones will be, perhaps, between twenty-eight and forty-two years
of age, and her problem will be extremely familiar to me. Though the details
will vary, the frustration she communicates on that afternoon will conform
to a well-worn pattern. It will sound something like this.

John and I were deeply in love when we got married. We struggled
during the first two or three years, especially with financial
problems, but I knew he loved me and he knew I loved him. But
then, something began to change. I’m not sure how to describe it.
He received a promotion about five years ago, and that required him
to work longer hours. We needed the money, so we didn’t mind the
extra time he was putting in. But it never stopped. Now he comes
home late every evening. He’s so tired I can actually hear his feet
dragging as he approaches the porch. I look forward to his coming
home all day ’cause I have so much to tell him, but he doesn’t feel
much like talking. So I fix his dinner and he eats it alone. (I usually
eat with the kids earlier in the evening.) After dinner, John makes a
few phone calls and works at his desk. Frankly, I like for him to talk
on the telephone just so I can hear his voice. Then he watches



television for a couple of hours and goes to bed. Except on Tuesday
night he plays basketball and sometimes he has a meeting at the
office. Every Saturday morning he plays golf with three of his
friends. Then on Sunday we are in church most of the day. Believe
me, there are times when we go for a month or two without having a
real, in-depth conversation. You know what I mean? And I get so
lonely in that house with three kids climbing all over me. There
aren’t even any women in our neighborhood I can talk to, because
most of them have gone back to work. But there are other irritations
about John. He rarely takes me out to dinner and he forgot our
anniversary last month, and I honestly don’t believe he’s ever had a
romantic thought. He wouldn’t know a rose from a carnation, and
his Christmas cards are signed, just “John.” There’s no closeness or
warmth between us, yet he wants to have sex with me at the end of
the day. There we are, lying in bed, having had no communication
between us in weeks. He hasn’t tried to be sweet or understanding or
tender, yet he expects me to become passionate and responsive to
him. I’ll tell you, I can’t do it. Sure, I go along with my duties as a
wife, but I sure don’t get anything out of it. And after the two-
minute trip is over and John is asleep, I lie there resenting him and
feeling like a cheap prostitute. Can you believe that? I feel used for
having sex with my own husband! Boy, does that depress me! In
fact, I’ve been awfully depressed lately. My self-esteem is rock
bottom right now. I feel like nobody loves me . . . I’m a lousy
mother and a terrible wife. Sometimes I think that God probably
doesn’t love me, either. Well, now I’d better tell you what’s been
going on between John and me more recently. We’ve been arguing a
lot. I mean really fighting. It’s the only way I can get his attention, I
guess. We had an incredible battle last week in front of the kids. It
was awful. Tears. Screaming. Insults. Everything. I spent two nights
at my mother’s house. Now, all I can think about is getting a divorce



so I can escape. John doesn’t love me anyway, so what difference
would it make? I guess that’s why I came to see you. I want to know
if I’ll be doing the right thing to call it quits.

Mrs. Jones speaks as though she were the only woman in the world who
has ever experienced this pattern of needs. But she is not alone. It is my
guess that 90 percent of the divorces that occur each year involve at least
some of the elements she described—an extremely busy husband who is in
love with his work and who tends to be somewhat insensitive, unromantic,
and noncommunicative, married to a lonely, vulnerable, romantic woman
who has severe doubts about her worth as a human being. They become a
matched team: he works like a horse and she nags.

In the hopes of making husbands aware of the universality of their
wives’ complaints, let me illustrate the point further, only this time, we’ll
deal with real people instead of a fictitious prototype. Reproduced below is
an actual letter (modified to protect the identity of the writer) which
represents a thousand others I’ve received.

Dear Dr. Dobson:
I have read your book What Wives Wish Their Husbands Knew

About Women. It hit right where I live. Especially the part about low
self-esteem. In today’s world where so many women have jobs, it is
sometimes hard to feel you are worth much if you aren’t employed.
I mean, some people look down upon a mother like myself who
devotes full time to her children and family. But I know Christ
doesn’t see it that way, and that’s what counts.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t get my husband to read your book,
which brings me to my problem. It is really hard to communicate
with my husband when I have to compete with the television, kids
and work. At mealtimes, which should be a time for talking, he has
to listen to Paul Harvey news on the radio. He’s not home for the



evening meal because he works the 3 to 11 p.m. shift. I really would
like him to listen to your “Focus on the Family” program, but he
won’t.

I’m not permitted to go to Bible Study now (I attended for one
year) because he says the kids will pick up diseases from the other
children. Of course, I know that’s not the real reason. I have a 2 1/2-
year-old son and a 3-month-old baby and feel I need to get out
among adults. Oh well, I guess I’ll keep on praying.

Keep broadcasting your good shows. It would be nice for you to
devote another program to husband-wife relationships, mainly
communication. Thank you for listening to me.

Another woman handed me the following note after hearing me speak.
It says in a few words what others conveyed with many.

Will you please discuss this. Dad arrives home, reads the newspaper,
eats dinner, talks on the phone, watches T.V., takes a shower and
goes to bed. This is a constant daily routine. It never changes. On
Sunday we go to church, then come home. We take a nap and then
it’s back to work again on Monday morning. Our daughter is nine,
and we are not communicating, and life is speeding by in this
monotonous routine.

I can hear masculine readers saying, “If women want a slower lifestyle,
less materialism, and more romantic activities with their husbands, why
don’t they just tell them so?” They do tell them so, in fact. But men find it
very difficult to “hear” this message, for some reason.

I’m reminded of the night my father was preaching in an open tent
service which was attended by more cats and dogs than people. During the
course of his sermon, one large alley cat decided to take a nap on the
platform. Inevitably, my father took a step backward and planted his heel
squarely on the tail of the tom. The cat literally went crazy, scratching and
clawing to free his tail from my father’s six-foot three-inch frame. But Dad



could become very preoccupied while preaching, and he didn’t notice the
disturbance. There at his feet was a panicky animal, digging holes in the
carpet and screaming for mercy, yet the heel did not move. Dad later said he
thought the screech came from the brakes of automobiles at a nearby corner.
When my father finally walked off the cat’s tail, still unaware of the
commotion, the tom took off like a Saturn rocket.

This story typifies many modern marriages. The wife is screaming and
clawing the air and writhing in pain, but the husband is oblivious to her
panic. He is preoccupied with his own thoughts, not realizing that a single
step to the right or left could alleviate the crisis. I never cease to be amazed
at just how deaf a man can become under these circumstances.

I know of a gynecologist who is not only deaf, but blind as well. He
telephoned a friend of mine who is also a physician in the practice of
obstetrics and gynecology. He asked for a favor.

“My wife has been having some abdominal problems and she’s in
particular discomfort this afternoon,” he said. “I don’t want to treat my own
wife and wonder if you’d see her for me?”

My friend invited the doctor to bring his wife for an examination,
whereupon he discovered (are you ready for this?) that she was five months
pregnant! Her obstetrician husband was so busy caring for other patients
that he hadn’t even noticed his wife’s burgeoning pregnancy. I must admit
wondering how in the world this woman ever got his attention long enough
to conceive!

There’s another aspect of the male-female relationship that should also
be discussed for the man who wants to understand his wife. Appreciation is
expressed to the well-known author Dr. Dennis Guernsey for calling to my
attention the research by Rollins and Cannon[14] and others which reveals a
contrasting pattern of “personal satisfaction” by husbands and wives. A
woman’s satisfaction with her home (which represents the primary job for a
homemaker) is never higher than at the time she gets married. But alas, her
attitude is likely to slide. It typically deteriorates with the birth of her first
baby and continues to sink through the child-rearing years. It reaches a low



point in conjunction with the empty-nest syndrome—when the kids leave
home. Her satisfaction then rebounds considerably and remains stable
during the retirement years.

The husband’s job satisfaction follows an opposite pattern. His low
point occurs during the early years of marriage, when he accepts a poorly
compensated, nonstatus position. But as he works his way up the ladder, he
draws greater emotional rewards (and more money) from his work. This
increasing job satisfaction may continue for twenty years or longer, with his
work encompassing ever more of his time and energy.

The chart that follows will illustrate this contrasting job satisfaction by
men and women. Obviously the point of greatest danger occurs in the late
thirties and forties, when the wife is most dissatisfied with her assignment
and the husband is most enthralled with his. That combination is built for
trouble, especially if the man feels no responsibility to help meet his wife’s
needs and longings. (Please remember that these studies merely reflect
trends and statistical possibilities. Individuals may respond very
differently.)

In the absence of strong and loving support from husbands, how do
women cope with the circumstances I’ve described? We all know that
behavior does not occur in a vacuum; it is motivated by powerful emotional
currents running deep within the personality. Thus, I’ve observed eight
avenues of response that may be taken by a depressed and frustrated wife.
They are nonexclusive; in other words, more than one approach can occur
simultaneously, or one can lead to others. The eight are as follows:



1. A woman can detach herself from home and family, reinvesting her
emotional energy in an outside job. The “back to work” phenomenon
by Western women is, in part, a product of this coping mechanism
(combined with the pressures of inflation).

2. She can become very angry at men and society for their perceived
insults and disrespect. This source of hostility helped to power the now
defunct women’s liberation movement and gave it an aggressive
character. Fortunately, both men and women quickly recognized that
that was not the answer.

3. She can remain at home in an atmosphere of great depression or
despair. Depression is “anger turned inward,” and is usually related to
low self-esteem. This woman often becomes a classic nagger.

4. She can attempt to meet her pressing needs by getting into an illicit
affair. This disastrous avenue usually becomes a dead-end street,
leaving her more depressed and lonely than before. We’ll discuss its
implications in greater detail in chapter 13.

5. She can turn to alcohol and drugs as a temporary palliative. Many
homemakers are yielding to this alternative, as evidenced by the rising
rate of alcoholism among American women.

6. She can commit suicide (or make a suicidal attempt as a call for help).
7. She can denounce the responsibilities of mothering, by either

remaining childless, or by failing to meet the needs of her kids at
home. Or she can run away and let Dad take over.

8. The depressed woman can, of course, seek a divorce in the hope of
starting afresh with someone more understanding and loving. Today,
more than ever, this final alternative looms as the accepted method of
coping with marital frustration.

None of these coping mechanisms is very productive. In fact, each of
the eight has specific negative consequences. Not even attempted suicide is
certain to attract the attention of a mate. I counseled with one woman
approximately two weeks after she was released from the hospital. Having
made every possible attempt to make contact with her husband, she slid



deeper into depression and despair. Finally, she resorted to the ultimate
decision. In full view of her husband, she brought all available prescription
drugs from the medicine cabinet and proceeded to swallow 206 assorted
pills. Her husband stood watching in disbelief. She then went to the
bedroom to lie down and die. But she didn’t want to leave this earth, of
course. It was a desperate method of dramatizing her condition to the man
whose love she needed. Unfortunately, he did not respond. When she
realized that he had no intention of rescuing her, she pulled herself together
and drove to a nearby hospital. After pumping her stomach, the hospital
staff telephoned her husband who came to her bedside. He held her hand for
two hours without ever asking why she hadn’t wanted to live! In fact, the
day he brought her to my office, more than two weeks later, he made his
first comment about the event. As he walked around the car to open her
door, he said, “I want you to know that you nearly scared me to death a
couple of weeks ago!”

Readers might find it difficult to believe that this man loved his wife,
but it’s true. His lack of attention to her needs was related to a potential
business failure that made it difficult for him to “give” to his wife—or even
hear her cries. He was facing a crisis of his own, which often occurs in
disintegrating marriages.

If the usual coping mechanisms fail to deliver viable solutions to the
problems of marital conflict, what is the answer? That brings us back to the
promise, made in the beginning of this chapter, that I would offer some
straight talk to husbands and wives. Never before have I abandoned
diplomacy in dealing with family issues, but I beg your tolerance in this
instance. The current crisis in marriage demands a bold approach that is
equal to the magnitude of the danger. You can’t kill a dragon with a pop-
gun, as they say. Therefore, I’ll first take a few shots at men and then turn
my guns on the ladies.

A MESSAGE TO THE HUSBANDS OF CHRISTIAN HOMEMAKERS:



It is high time you realized that your wives are under attack today!
Everything they have been taught from earliest childhood is being subjected
to ridicule and scorn. Hardly a day passes when the traditional values of the
Judeo-Christian heritage are not blatantly mocked and undermined.

The notion that motherhood is a worthwhile investment of a
woman’s time suffers unrelenting bombardment.
And the idea that wives should yield to the leadership of their
husbands, as commanded in Ephesians 5:21–33, is considered
almost medieval in its stupidity.
And the concept that a man and woman should become one flesh,
finding their identity in each other rather than as separate and
competing individuals, is said to be intolerably insulting to women.
And the belief that divorce is an unacceptable alternative has been
abandoned by practically everybody. (Have you heard about Sue
and Bob?)
And the description of the ideal wife and mother, as offered in
Proverbs 31:10–31, is now unthinkable for the modern woman.
(She’s come a long way, baby.)
And the role of the female as help-meet, bread-baker, wound-
patcher, love giver, home builder, and child-bearer is nothing short
of disgusting.

All of these deeply ingrained values, which many of your wives are
trying desperately to sustain, are continually exposed to the wrath of hell
itself. The Western media—radio, television and the press—are working
relentlessly to shred the last vestiges of Christian tradition. And your wives
who believe in that spiritual heritage are virtually hanging by their thumbs!
They are made to feel stupid and old-fashioned and unfulfilled, and in many
cases, their self-esteem is suffering irreparable damage. They are fighting a
sweeping social movement with very little support from anyone.



Let me say it more directly. For the man who appreciates the
willingness of his wife to stand against the tide of public opinion—staying
at home in her empty neighborhood in the exclusive company of jelly-faced
toddlers and strong-willed adolescents—it is about time you gave her some
help. I’m not merely suggesting that you wash the dishes or sweep the floor.
I’m referring to the provision of emotional support . . . of conversation . . .
of making her feel like a lady . . . of building her ego . . . of giving her one
day of recreation each week . . . of taking her out to dinner . . . of telling her
that you love her. Without these armaments, she is left defenseless against
the foes of the family—the foes of your family!

But to be honest, many of you husbands and fathers have been thinking
about something else. Your wives have been busy attending seminars and
reading family literature and studying the Bible, but they can’t even get you
to enter a discussion about what they’ve learned. You’ve been intoxicated
with your work and the ego support it provides.

What better illustration can I give than the letter quoted on page 136? It
came from a desperate woman whose husband is rarely at home, and even
when he’s there he has nothing to say. He prefers the company of Paul
Harvey, who asks no questions and expects no answers. Furthermore, he’s a
first-class “punkin eater.” You know the story.

Peter, Peter, Punkin Eater

Had a wife and couldn’t keep her

Put her in a punkin shell

And there he kept her very well. . . .

Yeah, Old Pete has got his little woman right where he wants her. She‘s
cooped up in a house with two children under three years of age, changing
diapers and wiping noses and cooking meals for him and Mr. Harvey.
That’s some existence for a living, breathing female with deep needs to be
loved and respected. Not only does Peter not intend to meet those needs, but
he forbids her to take them elsewhere. He doesn’t even want her to go to a
Bible study class because, would you believe, he fears his kids will catch a



disease. Never mind the disease that is choking the life out of his wife—the
disease called loneliness. To the wives of all the world’s punkin eaters, I
say, “Go to the Bible study class anyway!” Submission to masculine
leadership does not extend, in my opinion, to behaviors that will be
unhealthy for the husband, the wife, and the marriage. Nor should a woman
tolerate child abuse, child molestation, or wife-beating.

The message could not be more simple or direct to a Christian man: the
Lord has commanded you to “love your wives, even as Christ loved the
church, giving His life for it.” She needs you now. Will you fit her into your
plans?

A MESSAGE TO THE WIVES OF BUSY AND UNRESPONSIVE MEN:

There are two sides to every coin, and it’s time now that we flipped this one
over. This chapter has been dominated by the feminine perspective, not
because that point of view is more valid or significant, but because it is so
poorly understood by the majority of men. I wrote an entire book titled
What Wives Wish Their Husbands Knew About Women for the purpose of
conveying some of those frustrations to men. Nevertheless, husbands have
their own legitimate complaints to make, too. So brace yourselves, ladies.
I’m coming your way.

My strongest words are addressed to the wife of a good man, whom we
will call Fred. He loves Barbara and the kids. Honest! He would literally lay
down his life for them if required. He doesn’t drink. He has never smoked.
He has no compulsion to gamble. He wouldn’t touch another woman under
any imaginable circumstances. He gets up every morning and plods off to
work, perhaps holding down a boring, menial job for forty-five years. He
brings his salary home and does his best to stretch it through the month. He
lives by a moral code that is remarkable for this dishonest era. His income
tax return is scrupulously accurate, and he’s never stolen so much as a paper
clip from his boss. He doesn’t beat the kids or kick the dog or flirt with the
widow next door. He is as predictable as the sunrise, and I’m sure that God
has a special place for him on the other side.



But Steady Freddie has a serious flaw. He was raised in a day when
little boys were taught to withhold their thoughts and feelings. “Children
are to be seen and not heard,” said his parents. He can’t remember being
hugged or praised, and everybody knows that boys don’t cry. So Fred
learned his lessons well. He became as tough as nails and as silent as the
night, but in so doing, he lost touch with his emotions. Now, he cannot be
spontaneous and affectionate, no matter how hard he tries. It just isn’t
within him. And most of his thoughts remain unspoken and private.

One would hope that Barbara would accept Fred as he is, since she
knew his nature before they were married. In fact, it was his quiet reserve
that made Fred attractive to her when they were courting. He always
seemed so strong, so in control, compared to her impulsive flightiness. But
now Barbara is fed up with her unromantic husband. She is deeply angry
because he won’t communicate with her, and she nags him incessantly
about his alleged “failures” as a husband. He can do nothing right and she
makes them both miserable year after year.

Let’s bring the illustration closer to home. Fred and Boiling Barbara do
not represent an unusual combination of personality characteristics. I have
seen hundreds of husbands and wives who share their conflict. Many men
—not just those who were taught to be inexpressive—find it difficult to
match the emotions of their wives. They cannot be what their women want
them to be. But instead of looking at the whole man, assessing his many
good qualities as they counterbalance this “flaw,” the wife concentrates on
the missing elements and permits it to dominate their relationship. She’s
married to a good man . . . but he’s not good enough!

Only men who are married to such women fully understand just how
wretched life can be. King Solomon had at least one malcontent in his
harem, for he wrote “It is better to dwell in the wilderness, than with a
contentious and an angry woman” (Proverbs 21:19, KJV). He later referred
to her dissatisfaction as resembling “a continual dropping in a very rainy
day” (Proverbs 27:15, KJV). He is right! An agitated woman rants and raves
and cries and complains. Her depression is perpetual, destroying vacations,
holidays, and the months in between. She may, in retaliation, refuse to cook



or clean or take care of the kids. The husband then has the great thrill of
coming home to a shattered house and a bitterly angry woman five days a
week. And the sad part of the story is that he is often unable to become
what she wants him to be. He has seriously attempted to rearrange his basic
nature on five or six occasions, but to no avail. A leopard can’t change its
spots, and an unromantic, noncommunicative man simply cannot become a
sensitive talker. The marital impasse is set in concrete.

Churning in the mind of the depressed wife is the possibility of divorce.
Day and night she contemplates this alternative, weighing the many
disadvantages against the one major attraction: escape. She worries about
the effect of divorce on the kids and wonders how she’ll be able to support
them and wishes she didn’t have to tell her parents. Round and round go the
positives and negatives. Should I or shouldn’t I? She is both attracted and
repelled by the idea of a dissolution.

This contemplative stage reminds me of a classic documentary film
which was shot during the earliest days of motion pictures. The cameraman
captured a dramatic event that took place on the Eiffel Tower. There, near
the top, was a naive “inventor” who had constructed a set of birdlike wings.
He had strapped them to his arms for the purpose of using them to fly, but
he wasn’t totally convinced that they would work. The film shows him
going to the rail and looking downward, then pacing back and forth. Next
he stood on the rail trying to get enough courage to jump, then returned to
the platform. Even with the primitive camera of those days, film has
captured the internal struggle of that would-be flier. “Should I or shouldn’t
I? If the wings work, I’ll be famous. If they fail, I’ll fall to my death.” What
a gamble!

The man finally climbed on the rail, turned loose of the nearby beam,
and weaved back and forth for a breathless moment of destiny. Then he
jumped. The last scene was shot with the camera pointed straight
downward, as the man fell like a rock. He didn’t even bother to flap his
wings on his way to the ground.



In some respects, the depressed homemaker is like the man on the
ledge. She knows that divorce is a dangerous and unpredictable leap, but
perhaps she will soar with the freedom of a bird. Does she have the courage
to jump? No, she’d better stay on the safety of the platform. On the other
hand, this could be the long-sought escape. After all, everyone else is doing
it. She wavers back and forth in confusion . . . and often takes the plunge.

But what happens to her then? It’s been my observation that her
“wings” do not deliver the promised support. After the wrenching legal
maneuvers and custody fight and property settlement, life returns to a
monotonous routine. And what a routine. She has to get a job to maintain a
home, but her marketable skills are few. She can be a waitress or a
receptionist or a sales lady. But by the time she pays a baby-sitter (if she can
find one) there is little money left for luxuries. Her energy level is in even
shorter supply. She comes home exhausted to face the pressing needs of her
kids, who irritate her. It’s a rugged existence.

Then she looks at her ex-husband who is coping much better. He earns
more money than she and the absence of kids provides him more freedom.
Furthermore (and this is an important point), in our society there is
infinitely more status in being a divorced man than a divorced woman. He
often finds another lover who is younger and more attractive than his first
wife. Jealousy burns within the mind of the divorcee, who is lonely and, not
surprisingly, depressed again.

This is no trumped-up story just to discourage divorce. It is a
characteristic pattern. I’ve observed that many women who seek divorce for
the same reasons indicated (as opposed to infidelity) will live to regret their
decision. Their husbands, whose good qualities eventually come into view,
begin to look very attractive again. But these women have stepped off the
ledge . . . and they must yield to the forces of nature.

Divorce is not the answer to the problem of busy husbands and lonely
wives. Just because the secular world has liberalized its attitudes toward the
impermanence of marriage, no such revision has occurred in the biblical



standard. Would you like to know precisely what God thinks of divorce? He
has made His view abundantly clear in Malachi 2:13–17, especially with
reference to husbands who seek a new sexual plaything:

Yet you cover the altar with your tears because the Lord doesn’t pay
attention to your offerings anymore, and you receive no blessing
from him. “Why has God abandoned us?” you cry. I’ll tell you why;
it is because the Lord has seen your treachery in divorcing your
wives who have been faithful to you through the years, the
companions you promised to care for and keep. You were united to
your wife by the Lord. In God’s wise plan, when you married, the
two of you became one person in his sight. And what does he want?
Godly children from your union. Therefore guard your passions!
Keep faith with the wife of your youth. For the Lord, the God of
Israel, says he hates divorce and cruel men. Therefore control your
passions—let there be no divorcing of your wives. You have
wearied the Lord with your words. “Wearied him?” you ask in fake
surprise. “How have we wearied him?” By saying that evil is good,
that it pleases the Lord! Or by saying that God won’t punish us—he
doesn’t care. (TLB)

If divorce is not the solution, then what can be said on behalf of the
emotionally starved woman? First, it will be helpful for her to recognize the
true source of her frustration. Granted, her husband is not meeting her
needs, but I doubt if men have ever responded as women preferred. Did the
farmer of a hundred years ago come in from the fields and say, “Tell me
how it went with the kids today”? No, he was as oblivious to his wife’s
nature as Fred is of Barbara’s. Then why did the farmer’s wife survive
while Barbara is climbing the walls? The difference between them can be
seen in the breakdown in the relationship between women! A century ago,
women cooked together, canned together, washed clothes at the creek
together, prayed together, went through menopause together, and grew old
together. And when a baby was born, aunts and grandmothers and



neighbors were there to show the new mother how to diaper and feed and
discipline. Great emotional support was provided in this feminine contact.
A woman was never really alone.

Alas, the situation is very different today. The extended family has
disappeared, depriving the wife of that source of security and fellowship.
Her mother lives in Connecticut and her sister is in Texas. Furthermore,
American families move every three or four years, preventing any long-
term friendships from developing among neighbors. And there’s another
factor that is seldom admitted: American women tend to be economically
competitive and suspicious of one another. Many would not even consider
inviting a group of friends to the house until it was repainted, refurnished,
or redecorated. As someone said, “We’re working so hard to have beautiful
homes and there’s nobody in them!” The result is isolation— or should I
say insulation—and its first cousin: loneliness.

Depriving a woman of all meaningful emotional support from outside
the home puts enormous pressure on the husband-wife relationship. The
man then becomes her primary source of conversation, ventilation,
fellowship, and love. But she’s not his only responsibility. He is faced with
great pressure, both internal and external, in his job. His self-esteem hangs
on the way he handles his business, and the status of the entire family
depends on his success. By the time he gets home at night, he has little left
with which to prop up his lonely wife . . . even if he understands her.

Let me speak plainly to the wife of the busy but noncommunicative
husband: You cannot depend on this man to satisfy all your needs. You will
be continually frustrated by his failure to comply. Instead, you must achieve
a network of women friends with whom you can talk, laugh, gripe, dream,
and recreate. There are thousands of homemakers around you who have the
same needs and experience. They’ll be looking for you as you begin your
search for them. Get into exercise classes, group hobbies, church activities,
Bible studies, bicycle clubs—whatever. But at all costs, resist the
temptation to pull into the four walls of a house, sitting on the pity pot and
waiting for your man to come home on his white horse.



Many times a man’s most irritating characteristic is a byproduct of the
quality his wife most respects. Perhaps his frugality and stinginess, which
she hates, have made him successful in business, which she greatly admires.
Or perhaps his attentiveness to his mother’s needs, which his wife resents,
is another dimension of his devotion to his own family. Or in Fred’s case,
his cool stability in the face of crisis, which drew Barbara to him, is related
to his lack of spontaneity and exuberance during their tranquil days. The
point is, God gave your husband the temperament he wears, and you must
accept those characteristics that he cannot change. After all, he must do the
same for you. “For I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be
content. I know both how to be abased, and I know how to abound: every
where and in all things I am instructed both to be full and to be hungry, both
to abound and to suffer need. I can do all things through Christ which
strengtheneth me” (Philippians 4:11–13, KJV).

CONCLUSION

There is nothing so ugly as a husband or wife who bitterly attacks and
demeans his mate. But nothing is so beautiful as a loving relationship that
conforms to God’s magnificent design. We’ll conclude with a brilliant
example of this divinely inspired love. It was written by the surgeon who
experienced it. Perhaps you will be deeply moved by his words, as was I.

I stand by the bed where a young woman lies, her face
postoperative, her mouth twisted in palsy, clownish. A tiny twig of
the facial nerve, the one to the muscles of her mouth, has been
severed. She will be thus from now on. The surgeon had followed
with religious fervor the curve of her flesh; I promise you that.
Nevertheless, to remove the tumor in her cheek, I had cut the little
nerve.

Her young husband is in the room. He stands on the opposite
side of the bed, and together they seem to dwell in the evening
lamplight, isolated from me, private. Who are they, I ask myself, he



and this wry-mouth I have made, who gaze at and touch each other
so generously, greedily? The young woman speaks.

“Will my mouth always be like this?” she asks.
“Yes,” I say, “it will. It is because the nerve was cut.”
She nods, and is silent. But the young man smiles.
“I like it,” he says. “It is kind of cute.”
All at once I know who he is. I understand, and I lower my gaze.

One is not bold in an encounter with a god. Unmindful, he bends to
kiss her crooked mouth, and I so close I can see how he twists his
own lips to accommodate to hers, to show her that their kiss still
works. I remember that the gods appeared in ancient Greece as
mortals, and I hold my breath and let the wonder in.[15]



E l e v e n

A MAN AND THE STRAIGHT LIFE

I received a classic letter recently from a woman who described an event
that occurred during her first year of marriage. She and her husband became
aware that a mouse was cohabiting their apartment—a concept which the
woman found intolerable. Her husband set a trap to catch the furry little
rodent, and soon did so. However, the type of cage that he constructed
permitted them to capture the creature alive, presenting the question, “What
do we do with him now?” Neither husband nor wife had the courage to
murder the mouse in cold blood, but they didn’t want to let him go, either.
They finally settled on a solution. They would drown him.

The husband filled a bucket with water and carefully placed the cage,
mouse included, into the liquid. The couple then left home for two hours, so
as not to witness the final struggle. But when they returned, they found that
the water didn’t quite cover the top of the cage. The mouse had made the
same discovery, and managed to keep the tip of his nose above the surface
by standing on one toe.

I never learned how the final execution was administered. You see, the
wife told me the story not to acquaint me with the plight of her mouse, but
to illustrate her own difficulties. She said that the rodent, standing on one
aching toe, came to symbolize her first year of marriage. She survived, but
only by stretching to keep her nose above water.

Alas, the illustration applies to millions of other husbands and wives as
well. Only by stress and strain are they able to avoid drowning in a sea of
never-ending responsibilities. I want to devote the remainder of this chapter
to such people, who are coping with the pressures of the “straight life.” Let
me begin by defining my terms. The straight life for a homemaker is
washing dishes three hours a day; it is cleaning sinks and scouring toilets



and waxing floors; it is chasing toddlers and mediating fights between
preschool siblings. (One mother said she had raised three “tricycle motors,”
and they had worn her out.)

The straight life is driving your station wagon to school and back
twenty-three times per week; it is grocery shopping and baking cupcakes
for the class Halloween party. The straight life eventually means becoming
the parent of an ungrateful teenager, which I assure you is no job for sissies.
(It’s difficult to let your adolescent find himself—especially when you
know he isn’t even looking!) Certainly, the straight life for the homemaker
can be an exhausting experience, at times.

The straight life for a working man is not much simpler. It is pulling
your tired frame out of bed, five days a week, fifty weeks out of the year. It
is earning a two-week vacation in August, and choosing a trip that will
please the kids. The straight life is spending your money wisely when you’d
rather indulge in a new whatever; it is taking your son bike riding on
Saturday when you want so badly to watch the baseball game; it is cleaning
out the garage on your day off after working sixty hours the prior week. The
straight life is coping with head colds and engine tune-ups and crab grass
and income-tax forms; it is taking your family to church on Sunday when
you’ve heard every idea the minister has to offer; it is giving a portion of
your income to God’s work when you already wonder how ends will meet.
The straight life for the ordinary, garden-variety husband and father is
everything I have listed and more . . . much more.

The straight life for the woman employed outside the home is another
breathless assignment. She “gives at the office,” but comes home to most of
the responsibilities carried by the full-time homemaker. Exhaustion is her
constant companion, as she careens from one task to another. Especially if
she has two or more young children, the “working mother” must have a
strong constitution simply to survive.

Perhaps the most difficult role, however, is played by single parents
having custody of children. They deserve our sincere admiration. These
individuals, who are usually women, must complete the tasks ordinarily
assigned to husbands and wives, without the support and love of a partner.



The straight life for them runs not on level ground but uphill seven days a
week. Occasionally I meet a man or woman whose journey seems almost
unbearable. I will never forget the telephone conversation I had with a
young mother some years ago. We were broadcasting live on the radio, and
I was attempting to answer questions of callers who sought my advice. The
program was recorded, permitting me to reflect on that emotional
conversation. The soft, feminine voice of a girl, perhaps twenty-three years
of age, still echoes in my mind.

She was the mother of two preschool children, the youngest being a
thirteen-month-old son with cerebral palsy. He could neither talk nor walk
nor respond in the manner of other children his age. The older brother, then
three years of age, apparently resented the attention given the baby, and
constantly tested the limits of his mother’s authority. As we conversed,
however, I learned of additional difficulties. Her husband had been unable
to withstand these pressures and had departed a few months earlier. So there
was this young woman, burdened by the guilt and trials of a sick baby and a
rebellious toddler, also confronted by abandonment and rejection from her
husband. My heart ached for her.

After broadcasting this conversation, we received dozens of letters from
listeners who requested the mother’s name and address. People wanted to
pray for her and offer financial aid. But I couldn’t help them. I only knew
her as a voice—a voice which conveyed sadness and pain and fear and
courage and faith. Obviously, this young woman walks the straight life day
by day . . . alone.

My point is that the straight life eventually gets heavy . . . for all of us
who are walking that line. There are times when we ask, “What am I doing
here? Is this all there is to life? Am I destined to plod through my remaining
years with this never-ending responsibility?”

Until thirty years ago, only one socially acceptable answer was offered
in response to those weary questions: “Keep plugging! You have mouths to
feed, backs to clothe, a boss to please, and a home to maintain. Clench your
fists, and get back to work.” It may not have been a comforting conclusion,
but it produced stability in families and in society.



Today, a new answer is being offered. It says, “I wouldn’t take it
anymore. You’re a dope for being everybody’s grubby slave. Why don’t
you chuck it all and start a new life? The kids will adjust, somehow. They
don’t appreciate you anyway. Maybe you can find a new lover, someone
who really cares. C’mon, baby. Grab all the gusto you can get, ’cause you’ll
only go around once in life!”

What I’m saying is that for all of us who walk the straight life today,
there are voices that continually invite us to leave it. Examine any magazine
or turn on the television set and you’re likely to encounter these opponents
of self-discipline and responsibility. Let’s examine four of the voices that
are most influential in encouraging people to abandon the straight life.

The first is the voice of pleasure. To the person who has worked seventy
hours a week for a period of years, the possibility of enjoyment can become
a major attraction. I consulted with one man who left his wife and married
his secretary. I asked him what motivated this dramatic decision, and he
answered immediately.

“I am the father of four kids,” he said. “I have been a full-time husband
and father for ten years, putting up with constant noise and bickering and
financial pressures at home. I have rarely had any time to myself, and my
life has been one long obligation. Then Martha came onto the scene, and I
went with her, because, quite frankly, fun and games looked good to me.”

This man was obviously “pulled” off the straight life by the voice of
pleasure.

The second voice that influences more women than men can be called
the lure of romanticism. Wives, especially those married to busy husbands,
crave the excitement of romantic encounters. They long for “Some
enchanted evening, across a crowded room”! Another song that gives
expression to these needs is entitled “The Dreams of the Everyday
Housewife.” Its lyrics describe a lonely woman in a tattered housedress,
thumbing through the pages of an old scrapbook. She finds a crushed and
dried flower, given to her so long ago on the night of the high school prom.
She was so charming that evening, and the boys were stunned by her
beauty. Then just for a moment, her housedress becomes an evening gown,



and she twirls before the mirror in ecstasy. She is beautiful again and the
object of desire and envy. But it is just a passing fantasy, and the vision
fades. Now she hungers for a small measure of that romantic excitement in
her life. She is not alone. This craving for a Cinderella-type encounter is a
very common yearning among wives and mothers. That is why the lure of
romanticism entices so many women off the straight life.

The third voice calling adults off the path of responsibility is the desire
for extramarital sexual relations. Dr. Robert Whitehurst, from the
Department of Sociology at the University of Windsor, Ontario, was once
asked this question: “Do most men, at some point, have extramarital
desires?” His reply, published in the journal Sexual Behavior included these
comments: “ . . . All men from the first day of marriage onward think about
this possibility. . . . ” “ . . . Although these tendencies toward extramarital
sexual activity diminish in later middle age and beyond, they never entirely
vanish or disappear in normal men.”

These strong statements leave little room for exceptions, but I agree that
it is not uncommon, at least, for married men to think about an extramarital
affair. The lure of infidelity has incredible power to influence human
behavior. Even Christian men, who are committed to God and their wives,
must deal with the same sexual temptations. Nevertheless, the apostle Peter
wrote in unmistakable terms about people who yield to these pressures:
“With eyes full of adultery, they never stop sinning; they seduce the
unstable; they are experts in greed—an accursed brood! They have left the
straight way and wandered off to follow the way of Balaam son of Beor,
who loved the wages of wickedness” (2 Peter 2:14–15, emphasis added).

This brings us to the fourth voice, which is even more influential than
those considered to this point. I’ve called it ego needs. Both men and
women appear equally vulnerable to this powerful desire to be admired and
respected by members of the opposite sex. Therefore, those who become
entangled in an affair often do so because they want to prove that they are
still attractive to women (or men). The thrill comes from knowing
“someone finds me sexy, or intelligent, or pretty, or handsome. That person
enjoys hearing me talk . . . likes the way I think . . . finds me exciting.”



These feelings emanate from the core of the personality—the ego—and
they can make a sane man or woman behave in foolish and dishonorable
ways.

I’m reminded of the seventh chapter of Proverbs, wherein King
Solomon is warning young men not to patronize prostitutes. These are the
words of Israel’s wisest king:

I was looking out the window of my house one day, and saw a
simple-minded lad, a young man lacking common sense, walking at
twilight down the street to the house of this wayward girl, a
prostitute. She approached him, saucy and pert, and dressed
seductively. She was the brash, coarse type, seen often in the streets
and markets, soliciting at every corner for men to be her lovers.

She put her arms around him and kissed him, and with a saucy
look she said, “I’ve decided to forget our quarrel! I was just coming
to look for you and here you are! My bed is spread with lovely,
colored sheets of finest linen imported from Egypt, perfumed with
myrrh, aloes and cinnamon. Come on, let’s take our fill of love until
morning, for my husband is away on a long trip. He has taken a
wallet full of money with him, and won’t return for several days.”

So she seduced him with her pretty speech, her coaxing and her
wheedling, until he yielded to her. He couldn’t resist her flattery. He
followed her as an ox going to the butcher, or as a stag that is
trapped, waiting to be killed with an arrow through its heart. He was
as a bird flying into a snare, not knowing the fate awaiting it there.

Listen to me, young men, and not only listen but obey; don’t let
your desires get out of hand; don’t let yourself think about her.
Don’t go near her; stay away from where she walks, lest she tempt
you and seduce you. For she has been the ruin of multitudes—a vast
host of men have been her victims. If you want to find the road to
hell, look for her house. (Proverbs 7:6–27, TLB, emphasis added)



Notice that Solomon did not say that the young man could not withstand
the sexual enticement of this woman. It was her flattery that he found
irresistible. She made him think she admired him, and that was the fatal
blow. I only wish Solomon had acknowledged that millions of women have
been caught in the same snare, set by sweet-talking men. Both males and
females are equally vulnerable to ego needs and flattery.

Let me diagram this path of responsibility and the voices that call to us
from the world of folly.

I’ve found it interesting to observe men and women who decide to leave
the straight life in pursuit of alien voices. Rarely do they make a sudden left
or right turn and plunge into an affair or a differing lifestyle. Instead, they
make very small, safe departures from that line, and then return for a time
of evaluation. (See diagram.)

In the early stages, an observer might not even recognize the behavior
as an illicit response. It may represent a luncheon with a secretary that lasts
only thirty minutes longer than usual. Both the man and woman could
justify their actions, if pressed. They were talking about business most of
the time. But both of them know that their business conversation is not
responsible for the excitement they feel inside. They are flirting with a
departure from the straight life. Later in the day she hands him a sheet of
paper, and as he accepts it, he allows his hand to pass gently over hers. It’s
no big deal. They have done nothing wrong. But both of them are making
tiny “blips” off the path of responsibility. If they don’t check their
inclinations at that point, the blip will become a bulge, and the illicit
relationship will grow. Such matters are almost always progressive unless



deliberately quenched. Finally, the love affair that began with a long lunch
becomes a flaming passion that is incompatible with the straight life. Then
the break occurs dramatically.

Perhaps it appears that Tom or Marge suddenly abandoned their homes,
marriages, kids, and jobs . . . but you can be sure that they’ve contemplated
and “tested” the break for weeks.

But now we come to a very important question. What happens to the
person who chases after the exciting voices? Do they really live happily
ever after? Hardly! I have watched those who departed from the world of
responsibility, and an interesting phenomenon invariably occurs: they
eventually establish another straight life! The grass is greener on the other
side of the fence, but it still has to be mowed. Sooner or later, the pleasure
of an illicit affair has to come to an end. Folks have to get back to work.
Nor can the fantastic romantic feeling last forever. In fact, the new lover
soon becomes rather commonplace, just like the former husband or wife.
His or her flaws come into focus, and the couple has their first fight. That
takes the edge off the thrill. And the sexual relationship gradually loses its
breathtaking quality because it’s no longer new. There are times when it
doesn’t appeal at all. But most significantly, the man and woman eventually
turn their thoughts to earning a living and cooking and cleaning and paying
taxes again, permitting ego needs to accumulate as before. Alas, after the
emotions have been on a moon-shot, they are destined to come back down
to earth once more.



Then what does our amorous couple do when they conclude for the
second time that the straight life has become intolerably heavy? I am
acquainted with men and women, and so are you, who have ripped from
one straight life to another in vain search of prolonged pleasure and sex-
and ego-gratification. In so doing, they leave in their wake former husbands
or wives who feel rejected and bitter and unloved. They produce little
children who crave the affection of a father or mother. . . . but never find it.
All that is left on the march toward old age is a series of broken
relationships and shattered lives and hostile children. A scriptural principle
foretells the inevitable outcome: “Then when lust hath conceived, it
bringeth forth sin: and sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth death” (James
1:15, KJV).



Our humanistic society has considered these painful consequences of
divorce, and has offered various “solutions” to troubled families. One of
those suggestions, which must rank as the most ridiculous idea in the
history of marriage, is that we should bring infidelity into the straight life.
This concept of nonexclusive marriage was described years ago by Nena
and George O’Neill in their bestselling book, Open Marriage. They
proposed that husbands and wives permit one another to bed down with
whomever they please, without so much as a tip of the hat to the spouse.
Even the O’Neills admitted a few years later that their idea didn’t work. It
seems that they overlooked the presence of jealousy in the relationship.
Who would have thought it?

Dick Hobson said it better, writing in the Los Angeles magazine,

. . . our character structure is built in, and we can’t get free that
easily. Changing the externals—the social mores—can give the
dangerous illusion that something has really changed. So now
you’re telling us that sex is good and we should have lots of it; then
why are we not? Because we’re still being run by an internal
standard that never heard of the Sexual Revolution. (April 1977, p.
197)

Back to the drawing boards. If we can’t bring infidelity into marriage,
maybe we can make it easier to escape from the straight life. Toward this
end, John F. Whitaker, M.D., has written “A Personal Marriage Contract,”
which is almost as foolish as Open Marriage. It was published in Woman’s
Day, of all places, and bore this headline: “A set of contemporary
guidelines for the young couple who are contemplating marriage today.”
Whitaker then provided a contract to be signed, witnessed, and dated by the
parties involved. If you can read the conditions of the contract without
becoming indignant, you’re made of different stuff than I. Let me quote a
few of the items:



I understand that nothing is forever; that there are no absolute
guarantees, and that NOW is the only real forever.
I cannot make you happy or unhappy, but I can make myself
happy. My happiness will be an invitation for you to join me in
happiness, joy and love.
I will set my own standards and ultimately depend upon myself for
approval.
I give up the myth that there is a “one and only” who will make me
happy.
When I make commitments to do what I want to do, then I am
being free. . . . There is no freedom without responsibility.
Since I understand that we cannot be everything to each other, I
will respect and value the importance of your having separate play
and work activities with separate friends and co-workers.
I understand that there will be pain as well as joy, and I accept the
risk of a brief period when we part. [Notice that the author does not
say “if we part.”] I know that I must ultimately give up everyone I
love unless he dies first.
I will love, honor, respect (but not obey or subjugate myself to
you) until either of us changes his mind and maintains a change of
attitude for a period of one year or until the termination date of the
contract.
Don’t expect me to accept you as you are when you fail to
maintain mental attractiveness and fail to take care of your mind.
Don’t expect me to accept you as you are when you fail to
maintain physical attractiveness and fail to take care of your body.
I will put myself first. By keeping myself full, satisfied, and not
hungry, I will have an abundance of joy, love, and caring to give
you.
I will own my separate money and property, and enjoy sharing
ownership with you of our common money and property.



Whenever we are confronted with a problem, I will resolve my
feelings first, and then, with a cool mind, rationally solve any
mutual problems with you.
While I reserve the right to have private areas of my life that I will
not share with you, I will not lie to you either by word or action or
by failure to share relevant information that affects our
relationship.
I will not give come-on signals to others for sexual relations when
I see that you feel threatened. I will count on you to recognize,
admire and stroke me for my sexuality and attractiveness as a man
or woman.[16]

A place is provided on the contract for the designated term of the
agreement. The instructions read, “On the date of termination, we will
reconfirm or renegotiate the contract; or we will cease being WITH each
other, will part in a friendly manner and will go on with our lives
separately.”

Isn’t that a sweet basis on which to build a marriage? The author is
proposing that a straight life be established, but that the newlyweds agree in
advance not to stay on it very long. And you can be assured that they won’t.
One basic flaw runs through the easy-out concept: it underestimates the
power of sex and marriage to make us “one flesh,” and fails to anticipate
the ripping and tearing of that flesh at the moment of disintegration. Like
Open Marriage, it will only bring pain to those who apply its godless
philosophy.

Then what is the answer to a straight life that oppresses its family
members? What solutions are consistent with the Christian faith? The
remedy, as I have been attempting to say throughout this book, is to bring
those external voices into the straight life. You see, the greater the
frustration on the path of responsibility, the louder are the voices that call us
from it. To lessen their appeal, we must simply meet the same needs within
the context of marriage. First, every couple should reserve time specifically
for pleasure. Husbands and wives should go on a date at least once a week,



leaving children at home. Likewise, some form of sports or recreational
activity should be enjoyed as a family whether it be tennis, golf, swimming,
skiing, or some other option.

Second, every husband and wife should seek to keep the romantic fires
aglow in the relationship, by the use of love notes and surprises and
candlelight dinners and unexpected weekend trips, among other
possibilities.

Third, couples must reserve some of their time and energy for
meaningful sexual activity. Tired bodies make for tired sex. The physical
aspect of the relationship can be approached creatively, and indeed, must
be.

Fourth, most successful marriages are those where both husband and
wife seek to build the self-esteem of the other. How tragic it is when a
destructive relationship prevails. It makes me uncomfortable even to be in
the company of a man and woman who are taking verbal swats at each
other, attempting to insult and debase the partner. Ego needs can be met
within the bonds of marriage, and nothing contributes more to closeness
and stability than to convey respect for the personhood of the spouse.

But who will invest the necessary effort to bring these amenities into
marriage? Again, my observation is that most women are merely waiting
for their husbands to assume leadership in this objective. They are more
than willing to follow suit, but they can’t do the job alone. It’s a game only
two can play.

Readers who are facing the greatest marital difficulties might want to
consult my book Love Must Be Tough. It was written specifically to those in
a state of marital crisis.



A MAN AND HIS WORK



Tw e l v e

A MAN AND HIS WORK

Having discussed the straight life in general terms, it is appropriate now
that we examine the specific responsibility of a man’s work. This topic has
great relevance to the central theme of this book, which has focused on a
man’s priorities and the importance he gives to his family. In America
today, it is almost inevitable that a vigorous competition arises between a
man’s job and his home. Achieving a balance between two areas of
responsibility requires constant vigilance, and, quite frankly, most men tip
the scales dramatically in the direction of their employment.

I have already admitted that I have also struggled to achieve a proper
perspective between my profession and my family. Just when I think I have
conquered the dragon of overcommitment, I say “yes” a few times when I
should have said, “no, thanks,” and the monster arises to maul me again. I
know of no easier mistake to make, nor one that has such devastating
implications for the family.

In chapter 7, I described an extremely hectic period of my life occurring
in 1969, and how my father helped me rearrange my priorities for the better.
Nevertheless, the worst siege of overcommitment I’ve ever experienced
came years later. I went through six weeks of incredible pressure, involving
obligations that should have been spread over six months. I still don’t know
what wave of stupidity caused me to yield to such nonsense. I wasn’t
forced. No one threatened my life. I was not financially pressed. I can recall
having no excuse. I simply relaxed my guard for a few weeks and found
myself in a race for survival.

I had agreed to speak at various functions around the country on five out
of six consecutive weekends. That, in itself, was ridiculous, meaning I
would not see my children on a Saturday for more than a month. But at the



same time, I was facing deadlines on a new book, three new tape albums, a
weekly radio broadcast, and a random IRS audit (lucky me). To compound
matters, the San Antonio trip and near death of my dad, mentioned earlier,
occurred in the middle of this period. Fatigue mounted week by week as I
ran to catch planes and write speeches and search for tax receipts.

The climax occurred in early October when I flew to Cincinnati to
participate in a Praise Gathering, sponsored by Mr. Bill Gaither. I lost a
night of sleep going in, due to the time change, and then spent two days
standing before crowds ranging from two hundred to eight thousand people.
It was an exhilarating time of teaching and sharing and counseling, but it
squeezed the last drop of energy from my frame. I staggered toward the
airport in a state of utter exhaustion. One thought pulsed through my head
as the plane headed west: “It’s over!”

For six weeks I had had no time to myself. My great desire was to crawl
through the front door of my house and remain in isolation for at least seven
days. Above all, I wanted to watch the USC-Alabama football game on
television the next day. That, to me, is therapy at its best (provided USC
wins!).

Let’s leave that westbound plane for a moment and journey to a home in
Arcadia, California, where my wife, Shirley, is also approaching the end of
a siege. For six long weeks she has run the home without benefit of a man.
It has been her task to discipline and train and guide and feed and medicate
and bathe two rambunctious kids. Needless to say, she is also nearing the
point of exhaustion. Furthermore, Shirley has hardly seen her husband since
the first of September, and her emotional needs have been on a prolonged
“hold.” One thought gives her strength to continue: “At last, Jim is coming
home and he’ll take over!”

It takes no great analyst to observe that Shirley and I approached that
final weekend on a collision course! An explosion was just a matter of time,
because each of us was too exhausted to consider the needs of the other.

I should pause to explain the relationship that Shirley and I enjoy as
husband and wife. God has blessed our marriage in such a beautiful way.
Shirley is, truly, my very best friend on the face of the earth. In fact, if I had



one free evening that I could spend with any person of my choice, there is
no one in the world who would outrank my own wife. It is amazing that two
people could live together for more than forty years and yet find so much to
talk about and share day by day. We have also grown in mutual
understanding so that it is rarely necessary to quarrel and argue at this stage
in our lives. The “power struggle” of earlier years is largely over.
Nevertheless, I’m here to tell you that Shirley and I had a dandy fight on the
weekend following the Praise Gathering.

I arrived home on Friday night, and Shirley greeted me warmly at the
door. We chatted about recent events and the kids and routine matters
before sleep overtook us. The next morning went smoothly enough . . . at
least until breakfast was over. We ate on the patio in the backyard. But as
we were finishing the meal, our attitudinal differences suddenly blew up in
our faces.

“Uh, Jim,” said Shirley, “as you know, seventy-five members from the
Singles Department at our church will be using our house tonight, and I
need you to help me get ready for them. First, I want you to wash down the
patio umbrella for me.”

My blood pressure immediately shot up to about 212, and steam began
to curl from my ears. Didn’t Shirley know how hard I had worked? What
kind of a slave driver is this woman? Doesn’t she understand how badly I
need this day? Well, I’ll tell you something! I’m watching that football
game, and if Shirley doesn’t like it she can just lump it!

I don’t recall what words I used to convey these thoughts, but I must
have gotten the idea across. Shirley stood startled for a moment, then went
in the house and slammed the door. I sat under the dirty umbrella for a few
minutes, filled with righteous indignation. I never felt so justified in my life.
“After all, you know, I’m not an iron man. I need rest, too, and I’m gonna
have it!”

So I had my way. I watched the USC-Alabama game in my study, but
the tension around me was incredible. Silence prevailed between husband
and wife. Not a word had been spoken since our terse interchange in the



backyard. Then our anger began to turn into mutual hurt, which is even
more damaging to communication.

The seventy-five church members came that evening and were served
refreshments on the patio. They didn’t seem to notice the dirty umbrella.
They eventually departed, leaving me in the company of a mute female who
still acted like the entire episode was my fault. Isn’t that just like a woman?!

Then came the awkward time of day called bedtime. I climbed into my
side of the king-sized bed and parked as close to the edge as possible
without plunging over the precipice. Shirley did likewise, clinging
tenaciously to her “brink.” At least eight feet of mattress separated us. No
words were spoken. There were, however, frequent sighs from both parties,
accompanied by much rolling and tossing. Shirley finally got up to take two
aspirin and then returned to bed. Fifteen minutes later I turned on the light
to put some nose drops in my nostrils. What followed was one of the worst
nights of sleep in my life.

The next morning was Sunday, which presented more uncomfortable
moments. We dressed and went to our adult class, still bearing deep wounds
and resentment. And wouldn’t you know, the teacher chose that morning to
talk about marital harmony and God’s plan for husbands and wives. Shirley
and I nodded and smiled in agreement, but we felt like kicking each other
under the table. It made me suspect that many other couples were also
putting on a good front to hide their real feelings. (I later told this story to
the same class and found that my suspicions were accurate.)

I wish I could say that the problem was resolved on Sunday afternoon,
but such was not the case. Nor did it end on Monday or Tuesday. By
Wednesday morning, we were sick to death of this silent warfare. We were
both more rested by that time, and the issue began to lose some of its fire. I
told Shirley I wanted her to join me for breakfast at a restaurant, and
announced my intention of going to work late.

What occurred was a beautiful time of communication and love. I began
to see that Shirley was in the same state of need that I had been. She began
to understand the depths of my fatigue. We talked it out and reestablished



the closeness that makes life worth living. Not only did we survive the
crisis, but we learned several valuable lessons and grew from the
experience.

I have not written the details of this conflict for the purpose of
entertaining you. Rather, it is my conviction that most couples have fought
over the same issue, and the lessons that Shirley and I learned from it can
be helpful to others. Three distinct concepts emerged which may assist you
in handling a similar episode in your marriage. Let me enumerate them.

1. All miscommunication results from differing assumptions.

It is now clear that my battle with Shirley resulted entirely from our
differing assumptions about the approaching weekend, and our failure to
clarify those attitudes before they collided. I assumed that my
responsibilities as husband and father would not resume until I had been
given a chance to rest and recuperate. That was a reasonable expectation,
but it happened to differ with Shirley’s assumption. She felt that her lonely
tour of duty at home was to end with my return from the wars, and that I
would accept the burden from her weary shoulders with the rise of the
Saturday sun. It was a reasonable supposition, but not in harmony with
mine. We could have avoided the conflict by a five-minute conversation
prior to the umbrella incident.

I should have said, “Shirley, I know you’ve had it rough here at home
these past six weeks, and I intend to help you pull things together. But I’m
going to ask you to understand me for a few more days. I’m more tired than
I ever remember being, and I find it difficult to even engage in
conversation. If you’ll let me hole up for a few days . . . watch some
football games on television and sleep a lot . . . I’ll pick up my domestic
responsibilities the first part of next week.”

Shirley would have understood this request and honored it. That’s the
kind of woman she is. Likewise, if she had said to me, “Jim, these past six
weeks have been extremely hectic here at home. I know you couldn’t help
it, but we’ve missed your presence here. Just as soon as possible, I need you



to get involved with the kids, and for that matter, I want to be with you, too.
And besides, there’s one task I can’t do that I would appreciate your
handling Saturday morning. You see, the umbrella is dirty and—”

The brief explanation would have helped me understand Shirley’s
situation. But in reality, we allowed our differing assumptions to remain
unspoken . . . and you know the rest of the story.

Bad marriages are saturated with differing assumptions between
husbands and wives. He assumes that he has met his marital responsibilities
by earning a living for the family. She assumes that he should also meet her
romantic needs and occasionally help with the kids. Constant friction occurs
where those diverse views collide. He assumes that sexual intercourse is his
prerogative, whenever and wherever he desires it. She assumes that sexual
intercourse is to occur after they’ve enjoyed a time of communication, love,
and mutual respect. Great conflict occurs between those contrasting
perspectives. He assumes that their money belongs primarily to him, since
he earned it. She assumes that she’s entitled to half the resources as the law
implies. The list of these commonly differing assumptions is virtually
endless, and the havoc they inflict is apparent in every divorce court.

One of the purposes of marriage counseling, at least as I perceive it, is
to work through those differing points of view in search of compromise and
harmony.

2. The hostility in many marriages is a direct expression of deep hurt
between husband and wife.

Returning to my conflict with Shirley, remember that neither of us sought to
hurt the other person. Our initial anger was not motivated by malice or
vindictiveness, but by a sense of having been wronged. That situation often
underlies marital conflict. Being wounded in spirit gives birth to anger and
resentment, leading to destructive words between husbands and wives.

Let’s quietly visit a newlywed couple who is in the midst of a terrible
battle. She is screaming insults at him and he hurls the meanest concoctions
back at her. They stand red-faced in their apartment, disassembling one



another’s ego. Observers might be surprised to learn that their basic
problem is not one of mutual anger. They both have been hurt by the
behavior of the other. The accusations they sling back and forth are merely
reactions to the pain inside. Nevertheless, their words serve to deepen the
original wounds and intensify the pain. It becomes a vicious cycle that can
quickly destroy a relationship.

That cycle could be broken if one of the combatants could muster the
courage to talk about his own pain, rather than increasing the discomfort of
his partner.

“John, I cooked this delicious meal . . . spent three hours in the kitchen
trying to please you. Then you didn’t even call to say you’d be late.
Frankly, it hurt my feelings and made me feel that you don’t respect me.”

John can receive that message without having to say hurtful things in
response. But if Mary calls him “irresponsible, uncaring, heartless, and just
like your mother,” then the battle lines are drawn. Understanding these
dynamics of personal conflict can help lessen the hostility when
disagreements occur.

3. Overcommitment is the number one marriage killer.

This third lesson growing out of our conflict is the most important, and
reiterates a concept presented throughout this book. Not only are fatigue
and time pressure destructive to parent-child relationships, but they
undermine even the healthiest of marriages. How can a man and woman
communicate with each other when they’re too worn out even to talk? How
can they pray together when every moment is programmed to the limit?
How can they enjoy a sexual relationship when they are exhausted at the
end of every day? How can they “date” one another or take walks in the
rain or sit by a fire when they face the tyranny of an unfinished “to do” list?

From this vantage point, I have to admit that my fight with Shirley was
primarily my fault. Not that I was wrong in wanting to rest after arriving
home. But I was to blame for foolishly overcommitting my time during that
period. The conflict would never have occurred if I had not scheduled



myself wall to wall for six weeks. My lack of discipline in my work caused
Shirley and me to become exhausted, which brought a chain reaction of
negative emotions: irritability, self-pity, petulance, selfishness, and
withdrawal. Few marriages can survive a long-term dose of that bitter
medicine.

I mentioned earlier that I shared this story with my adult Sunday school
class a few weeks after it occurred. My comments happened to have been
recorded that day, and a cassette tape package is now being marketed under
the title How to Save Your Marriage. It has produced some interesting
correspondence from those who have heard the message. One of those
letters is reproduced below with permission from the writer.

Dear Dr. Dobson:
It is one o’clock in the morning—I have just finished listening to

your tape “How to Save Your Marriage.” In addition to my regular
job as treasurer/general manager of a major corporation, I carry an
untold number of responsibilities with church, Christian, and
community organizations.

I have listened to your tape only one time but am left with a
sense of absolute frustration and guilt. I am the prototype of the man
you have described so aptly. And, I don’t know how to extricate
myself from this situation. Practically everything which you point
out applies to my case—overscheduling, economic need, etc., etc.

I have three children: second-year college, fourth-year high
school, first-year high school—and I know that they will never look
back on times with me as the best days of their childhood. This
really hurts.

I know that something must be done. I know that the Lord is
able. I am not sure that I can change. I guess my purpose in writing
this letter—at this hour—is somewhat therapeutic: to acknowledge
my condition, to take a concrete first step in that same direction, and
to ask your prayers on my behalf.



I have two of your books which I have glanced at or skimmed
through. Your taped message, however, was listened to while
working. I don’t recall ever hearing a more honest and practical
message in my twenty years as a Christian.

Thanks for your sharing in such a practical way. My present
thought is to let my wife listen to the tape and then let it serve as a
basis for an in-depth discussion. It occurs to me that perhaps I
should ask the kids to listen, also, and perhaps this can serve as a
beginning of new relationships with them. I don’t know.

Again, thinking of the “concrete step,” I’ll mail this letter on the
way home.

Thanks for your honesty,
Sincerely in Christ,

I’ve included this letter to illustrate what men already know: it isn’t easy
to implement a slower lifestyle. Prior commitments have to be met.
Financial pressures must be confronted. The employer seldom asks if you
want to accept a new assignment. Your business would fail without your
supervision. Your patients have no other physician to whom they can turn.
Several of your church members are in the hospital and awaiting your
ministerial visit. There seems to be no place to stop. Also, we must not
overlook that ever-present masculine need to succeed . . . to push . . . to
strive . . . to accomplish.

Besides, isn’t everyone else doing the same thing? Sure they are. I don’t
even know any men who aren’t running at a breathless pace. My physician,
my lawyer, my accountant, my handyman, my mechanic, my pastor, my
next-door neighbor. There is symbolic sweat on the brow of virtually every
man in North America. Most of these husbands and fathers will admit that
they’re working too hard, but an interesting response occurs when this
subject is raised. They have honestly convinced themselves that their
overcommitment is a temporary problem.



“Well, this is a difficult year, you see, because I’m going to night
school and trying to earn a living at the same time. But it won’t
always be so hectic at our house. I figure I’ll have the degree by a
year from June. Then pressure will ease up.”

or . . .

“My wife and I just bought this new business, and it’s gonna take us
a year to get it rolling. Then we can hire the help we need. Until
then, though, we’re having to work ten to twelve hours a day. That
cuts into our family life quite a bit, but it won’t last very long.”

or . . .

“We just moved into a new house, and I’ve had to put in all the
yards and build on a room in back. Every Saturday and most
evenings are invested in that project. My son keeps asking me to fly
a kite with him and go fishing and stuff, and I wish I could. I keep
telling him if he can wait ’til next summer we’ll have a lot of time to
do those things.”

or . . .

“My wife had a baby two weeks ago and he’s not sleeping through
the night, so our schedule is all haywire now. I figure it’ll be kinda
difficult until we get him in kindergarten.”

Most people can tell you with a straight face that the pressures they feel
are the result of temporary circumstances. Their future will be less hectic. A
slower day is coming. A light shines at the end of the dark tunnel.
Unfortunately, their optimism is usually unjustified. It is my observation
that the hoped-for period of tranquility rarely arrives. Instead, these short-
term pressures have a way of becoming sandwiched back to back, so that
families emerge from one crisis and sail directly into another. Thus, we live



our entire lives in the fast lane, hurtling down the road toward heart failure.
We have deluded ourselves into believing that circumstances have forced us
to work too hard for a short time, when, in fact, we are driven from within.
We lack the discipline to limit our entanglements with the world, choosing
instead to be dominated by our work and the materialistic gadgetry it will
bring. And what is sacrificed in the process are the loving relationships with
wives and children and friends who give life meaning.

CONCLUSION

I, for one, have examined America’s breathless lifestyle and find it to be
unacceptable. At sixty-seven years of age (I would be sixty-eight but I was
sick a year), I have been thinking about the stages of my earthly existence
and what they will represent at its conclusion. There was a time when all of
my friends were graduating from high school. Then I recall so many who
entered colleges around the country. And alas, I lived through a phase when
everyone seemed to be getting married. Then a few years later, we were
besieged by baby shower announcements. You see, my generation is slowly
but relentlessly moving through the decades, as have 2,400 generations that
preceded it. Now, it occurs to me that a time will soon come when my
friends will be dying. (“Wasn’t it tragic what happened to Charles Painter
yesterday?”)

My aunt, Naomi Dobson, wrote me shortly before her death in 1978.
She said, “It seems like every day another of my close friends either passes
away or is afflicted with a terrible disease.” Obviously, she was in that final
phase of her generation. Now she is also gone.

What does this have to do with my life, today? How does it relate to
yours? I’m suggesting that we stop and consider the brevity of our years on
earth, perhaps finding new motivation to preserve the values that will
endure. Why should we work ourselves into an early grave, missing those
precious moments with loved ones who crave our affection and attention? It
is a question that every man and woman should consider.



Let me offer this final word of encouragement for those who are
determined to slow the pace: once you get out from under constant pressure,
you’ll wonder why you drove yourself so hard for all those years. There is a
better way!



T h i r t e e n

A MAN AND HIS MONEY

Would you like to know what Americans think of money and the junk it
will buy? Turn on a television set any day at 10:00 a.m., and watch the
contestants as they compete for prizes and cash. Observe the coo-coo birds
as they leap in the air, frothing at the mouth and tearing at the clothes of the
moderator. Notice that their eyes are dilated and their ears are bright pink.
It’s an unfortunate condition known as game show greed, and it renders its
victims incapable of rational judgment.

Yes, BETTY MOLINO. YOU have won a NEW WASHING
MACHINE, a year’s supply of CHEWY candy bars, and this
marvelous new doll, WANDA WEE-WEE, that actually soaks your
daughter’s lap. CONGRATULATIONS, Betty, and thanks for
playing “GRAB BAG” (frantic applause).

How do I know so much about game show greed? Because I’ve been
there! Back in 1967, my lovely wife managed to drag me to the “Let’s
Make a Deal” show. Shirley put toy birds all over her head and blouse, and
I carried a dumb sign that said, “My wife is for the birds.” Really funny,
huh? It was good enough for Monty Hall, however, and we were selected as
lucky contestants. They placed us in the two front seats near the cameras,
but began the program by “dealing” with other suckers.

I kept thinking as I sat in contestants’ row, “What in the world am I
doing here with this stupid sign?” I couldn’t have been more skeptical about
the proposition. Finally, Monty called our names and we awaited the
verdict.

“Here behind Door #1 is . . . A NEW CAR!” (the audience went crazy
with excitement).



Suddenly, I was gripped by a spasm in the pit of my stomach. My
mouth watered profusely and my heart began knocking on the sides of my
chest. There on that stage was the car of my dreams—a brand-new Camaro.
Desire came charging up my throat and stuck in the region of my Adam’s
apple. My breathing became irregular and shallow, which was another
unmistakable clue. I had been struck by game show greed.

To understand this reaction, you would have to know that I have owned
several of the worst cars in automotive history. Throughout my college
years I drove a 1949 Mercury convertible that had power seats, power
windows, power top, power everything . . . but no power to run them. I put
the windows up in the winter and down in the summer. There they
remained, despite fluctuating temperatures. Shirley, who was then my
girlfriend, must have loved me tremendously to have tolerated that car. She
hated it. The front seat had a spring with a bad temper that tore her clothes
and punctured her skin. Nor did Ol’ Red always choose to run. Shirley
spent more than one evening guiding that hunk of scrap iron slowly down
the road while I pushed from behind. Talk about hurting your college pride!

The crowning blow occurred shortly after our graduation from college.
We were invited to appear for important job interviews and we put on our
Sunday best for the occasion. There we were, suit and tie, heels and hose,
going sixty miles an hour down the road in Ol’ Red, when the top suddenly
blew off. Strings and dust flapped us in the face as the canvas waved behind
the car like Superman’s cape. The ribs of the top protruded above our heads,
reminiscent of undersized roll-over bars. And can you believe that Shirley
got mad at me for letting that happen! She crouched on the floorboard of the
car, criticizing me for driving such a beat-up automobile. It is a miracle that
our relationship survived that emotional afternoon.

Although Ol’ Red had been put to sleep long before the “Let’s Make a
Deal” experience, I still had never owned a new car. Every available dollar
had gone to pay school bills at the University of Southern California in my
pursuit of a doctorate, which was earned just two months prior to the
television venture.

This explains my reaction to the beautiful automobile behind Door #1.



“All you have to do to win the car,” said Monty, “is tell us the prices of
these four items.” Shirley and I guessed the first three, but the deck was
stacked on number four. It was a Hoover portable vacuum cleaner, whose
price turned out to be $53.00. We had to guess within $3.00, as I recall. We
consulted each other during the commercial break and took a wild shot at
$108.00.

“Sorry,” said Monty Hall. “You’ve been zonked. But here, take the
vacuum cleaner (wow!) and the $3 you won on the other mystery items.
And thanks for playing ‘Let’s Make a Deal.’”

On the way home, Shirley and I talked about how our emotions had
been manipulated in that situation. We had both experienced an incredible
greed, and the feeling was not comfortable. I have since learned a very
valuable lesson about lust and how it operates in a spiritual context. It has
been my observation that whatever a person hungers for, Satan will appear
to offer it in exchange for a spiritual compromise. In my case, a new
automobile was the perfect enticement to unleash my greed. But if illicit sex
is your desire, it will eventually be made available. Don’t be surprised when
you are beckoned by a willing partner. If your passion is for fame or power,
that object of lust will be promised (even if never delivered). Remember
that Jesus was offered bread following His forty-day fast in the wilderness.
He was promised power and glory after He had been contemplating His
upcoming road to the cross. My point is that Satan uses our keenest
appetites to destroy us. Let me repeat the Scripture: “Then when lust hath
conceived, it bringeth forth sin: and sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth
death” (James 1:15, KJV).

Likewise, if you hunger and thirst after great wealth—beware! Satan’s
objective is half accomplished already: this materialistic passion is
paramount in Western culture. Someone recently handed me a brochure
published by Security Bank in California, which was designed to appeal to
a gadget-minded culture. It asked the question, “What do you want to make
you happy?” The remaining pages of the pamphlet listed the great sources
of joy—a boat, a car, a stove, a television set, and a refrigerator. I wonder if
the executives at Security Bank actually believe that happiness can be



purchased in the form of an appliance or a vehicle? If so, they should
review the words of Jesus, who said, “Take heed, and beware of
covetousness: for a man’s life consisteth not in the abundance of the things
which he possesseth” (Luke 12:15, KJV, emphasis added).

Of all the values transmitted to me by my father, none made a more
lasting impression than his attitude toward money. As an evangelist, he
could never depend on the amount of money he would be given. The local
church would collect a free will offering for my father, but many times the
gifts were barely sufficient to pay his traveling expenses. Furthermore, he
would usually stay with the pastor during a ten-day revival; while there he
often observed that the children needed shoes or books or medication. On
the final night of the meeting when the modest offering was given to him,
my dad would take enough money to get home and then donate the balance
to meet the needs of the pastor’s family.

Then my dad would return to be greeted by my mother and me. I can
still hear the conversations between my good parents.

“Did you have a successful revival?” my mother would ask.
“The Lord was with us,” replied my dad.
“How much did they pay you?” she continued.
“Well, I need to talk to you about that,” grinned my father.
“I know,” said Mom. “You gave it all away, didn’t you?”
“Yes, the pastor’s kids were so needy and I wanted to help them,” he

explained.
My mother would invariably sanction his decision, saying if my dad felt

that way it was all right. God had always taken good care of us and would
continue to do so.

A few days later when the bills began to accumulate, our little family
would gather on our knees before the Lord. Dad would pray first.

“Lord, you know we’ve been faithful with the resources you’ve given
us. We’ve tried to be responsive to the needs of others when you laid them
on our hearts. Now, Lord, my family is in need. You’ve said, ‘Give and it
shall be given unto you.’ So we bring to you our empty meal barrel and ask
you to fill it.”



As a child, I listened intently to these prayers and watched carefully to
see how God responded. I tell you without exaggeration that money
invariably arrived in the next few days. God did not make us rich, as some
ministers promise today. But He never let us go hungry. On one occasion,
$1,200 arrived in the mail the day after family prayer. My childlike faith
grew by leaps and bounds at this demonstration of trust and sacrifice by my
father and mother. I regret that my own children have never seen their
parents forced to depend on God in the way I experienced as a boy.

It is interesting to me that Jesus had more to say in the Bible about
money than any other subject, which emphasizes the importance of this
topic for my family and yours. He made it clear that there is a direct
relationship between great riches and spiritual poverty, as we are witnessing
in America today. And as I mentioned earlier, it is my belief that excessive
materialism in parents has the power to inflict enormous spiritual damage
on our sons and daughters. If they see that we care more about things than
people . . . if they perceive that we have sought to buy their love as a guilt
reducer . . . if they recognize the hollowness of our Christian testimony
when it is accompanied by stinginess with God . . . the result is often
cynicism and disbelief. And more importantly, when they observe Dad
working fifteen hours a day to capture ever more of this world’s goods, they
know where his treasure is. Seeing is believing.

Fathers, it is your responsibility to teach your children Christian
attitudes toward possessions and money. It is accomplished not with words,
but by the way you handle your own resources. Dr. Mark Lee stated in his
book Creative Christian Marriage, “A family’s value system can be
determined from the way they spend money.” He is right. It can also be
determined from the way the family doesn’t spend money, since miserliness
is also a form of greed.

As a final thought, it can accurately be said that everything you own
will eventually own you. I remember experiencing the truth of this proverb
when I moved into a new office some years ago. An interior designer came
by and suggested that I spread a few decorator items around for effect.
Among his ideas was the proposal that I buy a chime clock for the wall. The



cost was nearly $200, and I declined. But he talked to Shirley and together,
they convinced me that I couldn’t possibly live without that clock. So what
was I to do?

The interior designer purchased the clock for me and hung it in a
conspicuous spot on the wall. It functioned properly for a couple of months,
and then suddenly lost its mind. The chime didn’t know the time of day and
began gonging wildly at odd hours. Thus irritated, I dug through the files to
find the guarantee. Then the clock had to be boxed and transported to the
repair shop. It was retrieved five days later and hung on the wall, again.

A month later, the chime went haywire once more. The entire process of
repairing the clock had to be repeated. And so it went. It has now been
thirteen years since I purchased that piece of junk, and it has never worked
for more than six months at a time. Over and over I have been through the
“fix-it” routine. I tell you honestly that that Regulator clock hangs silently
on my wall today. It still looks nice, but it no longer keeps time. I’ve given
up on the repairman.

Do you understand what ownership of this timepiece has cost me? I’m
only allotted a specific number of days on this earth. Whatever that finite
lifespan turns out to be, I have spent a certain percentage of those precious
days in slavery to that stupid clock. That is what material possessions do to
us. To all of you boat lovers or car buffs or apartment owners out there . . .
whatever it is that you possess . . . you have traded your time to buy those
items and now you must sweat to maintain them. That is the price of
ownership. That is our way of life. I regret it.

Let me conclude this discussion by listing fifteen quotations which
focus on the subject of money. Two are from my pen and others are
Scripture verses or adaptations from various sources. Perhaps you will find
them helpful in reinforcing your own system of values.

1. “The amount of a man’s wealth consists in the number of things he can
do without.” —Ralph Waldo Emerson

2. “The best way to live happily ever after is not be after too much.” —
Anonymous



3. “Desire is like a river. As long as it flows within the banks of God’s
will—be the current strong or weak—all is well. But when it flows
over those boundaries and seeks other channels, then disaster lurks in
the rampage.” —James Dobson Sr.

4. “For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and
lose his own soul?” —Jesus, Mark 8:36, KJV

5. “The only thing you can take to heaven with you is your children (and
others you have told about Christ).” —Anonymous

6. “The love of money is the root of all evil.” —1 Timothy 6:10, KJV

7. “The greatest secret of life is to spend it on something that will outlast
it.” —Anonymous

8. “God is entitled to a portion of our income, not because He needs, but
because we need to give it.” — James Dobson Jr.

9. “Why spend your money on foodstuffs that don’t give you strength?
Why pay for groceries that don’t do you any good? Listen and I’ll tell
you where to get good food that fattens up the soul!” —Isaiah 55:2,
TLB

10. “But they that will be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and into
many foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and
perdition.” —1 Timothy 6:9, KJV

11. “Such is the human race. Often it does seem a pity that Noah and his
party didn’t miss the boat.” —Mark Twain

12. “A person brings nothing into this world, and takes nothing out of it.
Considering the kind of world it is, he’s lucky to break even.” —
Anonymous

13. There are said to be seven ages of man.

First age: A child sees the earth.

Second age: He wants it.

Third age: He hustles to get it.

Fourth age: He decides to be satisfied with about half of it.

Fifth age: He would be satisfied with less than half of it.



Sixth age: He is now content to possess a two by six foot
section of it.

Seventh age: He gets it. —Anonymous
14. Lee Iacocca is reported to have said that he has never seen a

businessman say at his retirement that he wished he had spent more
time in his work. It is his family that is finally seen as most important.

15. “I have concluded that the accumulation of wealth, even if I could
achieve it, is an insufficient reason for living. When I reach the end of
my days, a moment or two from now, I must look backward on
something more meaningful than the pursuit of houses and land and
machines and stocks and bonds. Nor is fame of any lasting benefit. I
will consider my earthly existence to have been wasted unless I can
recall a loving family, a consistent investment in the lives of people,
and an earnest attempt to serve the God who made me. Nothing else
makes much sense.” —James Dobson Jr., What Wives Wish Their
Husbands Knew About Women



A MAN AND HIS MASCULINITY



F o u r t e e n

A MAN AND A WOMAN AND THEIR
BIOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES

Chapter 2 was devoted to the importance of maintaining male and female
sex roles as separate entities. In other words, I attempted to explain why
men and women should behave differently. Returning to that general
subject, I would like to offer some evidence to show that men and women
are biologically unique. The women’s movement, in its assault on
traditional sex roles, has repeatedly asserted that males and females are
identical except for the ability to bear children. Nothing could be farther
from the truth.

Let’s begin by discussing the human brain, where maleness and
femaleness is rooted. Careful research is revealing that the basic differences
between the sexes are neurological in origin, rather than being purely
cultural as ordinarily presumed. As Dr. Richard Restak stated in his book
The Brain: The Last Frontier:

Certainly, anyone who has spent time with children in a playground
or school setting is aware of the differences in the way boys and
girls respond to similar situations. Think of the last time you
supervised a birthday party attended by five-year-olds. It’s not
usually the girls who pull hair, throw punches, or smear each other
with food. Usually such differences are explained on a cultural
basis. Boys are expected to be more aggressive and play rough
games, while girls are presumably encouraged to be more gentle,
nonassertive, and passive. After several years of exposure to such
expectations, so the theory goes, men and women wind up with
widely varying behavioral and intellectual repertoires. As a



corollary to this, many people believe that if the child-rearing
practices could be equalized and sexual-role stereotypes eliminated,
most of these differences would eventually disappear. As often
happens, however, the true state of affairs is not that simple.

Recent psychological research indicates that many of the
differences in brain function between the sexes are innate,
biologically determined, and relatively resistant to change through
the influences of culture.[17]

Dr. Restak presents numerous studies that document this statement, and
then concludes this chapter by quoting Dr. David Wechsler, creator of the
most popular intelligence test for use with adults.

“ . . . our findings do confirm what poets and novelists have often
asserted, and the average layman long believed, namely, that men
not only behave but ‘think’ differently from women.” (p. 206)

Both Drs. Restak and Wechsler are right. Males and females differ
anatomically, sexually, emotionally, psychologically, and biochemically. We
differ in literally every cell of our bodies, for each sex carries a unique
chromosomal pattern. Much is written today about so-called sex-change
operations, whereby males are transformed into females or vice versa.
Admittedly, it is possible to alter the external genitalia by surgery, and
silicone can be used to pad the breasts or round out a bony frame.
Hormones can then be injected to feminize or masculinize the convert. But
nothing can be done to change the assignment of sex made by God at the
instant of conception. That determination is carried in each cell, and it will
read “male” or female” from the earliest moment of life to the point of
death. The Bible says emphatically, “Male and female created he them”
(Genesis 1:27, KJV, emphasis added). Not one sex, but two!

Furthermore, it is my deep conviction that each sex displays unique
emotional characteristics that are genetically endowed. Cultural influences
cannot account for these novelties. Few psychologists have had the courage



to express this view in recent years, because some people perceived it to be
insulting. But to be different from men does not make women inferior to
men. Males and females are original creations of God, each bearing
strengths and weaknesses that counterbalance and interface with one
another. It is a beautiful design that must not be disassembled.

Just how do female emotions differ from those of males? Let’s consider
first the importance of the menstrual cycle. I’m reminded of the late 1960s
when hairy young men and women became almost undistinguishable from
each other. Two of these hippies, a male and female, were involved in a
minor traffic accident and were taken to a local hospital for treatment. The
nurse who was completing the intake forms could not determine from their
clothing and appearance which sex they represented. After considering the
dilemma for a moment she asked, “Okay, which one of you has a menstrual
cycle?”

The hippie with the bass voice looked at her through his bangs and said,
“Not me, man. I gots a Honda.”

The question was more significant than merely determining the sex of
the patients. Included in this matter of men are many implications for the
way females feel about life during the course of the month. It has been said,
quite accurately, that the four weeks of the menstrual cycle are
characteristic of the four seasons of the year. The first week after a period
can be termed the springtime of the physiological calendar. New estrogens
(female hormones) are released each day and a woman’s body begins to
rebound from the recent winter.

The second week represents the summertime of the cycle, when the
living is easy. A woman during this phase has more self-confidence than
during any other phase of the month. It is a time of maximum energy,
enthusiasm, amiability, and self-esteem. Estrogen levels account for much
of this optimism, reaching a peak during mid-cycle when ovulation occurs.
The relationship between husband and wife is typically at its best during
these days of summer, when sexual desire (and the potential for pregnancy)
are paramount.



But alas, the fall must surely follow summer. Estrogen levels steadily
dwindle as the woman’s body prepares itself for another period of
menstruation. A second hormone, called progesterone, is released, which
reduces the effect of estrogen and initiates the symptoms of premenstrual
tension. It is a bleak phase of the month. Self-esteem deteriorates day by
day, bringing depression and pessimism with it. A bloated and sluggish
feeling often produces not only discomfort but also the belief that “I am
ugly.” Irritability and aggression become increasingly evident as the week
progresses, reaching a climax immediately prior to menstruation.

Then come the winter and the period of the menstrual flow. Women
differ remarkably in intensity of these symptoms, but most experience some
discomfort. Those most vulnerable even find it necessary to spend a day or
two in bed during the winter season, suffering from cramping and
generalized misery. Gradually, the siege passes and the refreshing newness
of springtime returns.

How can anyone who understands this cyclical pattern contend that
there are no genetically determined psychological differences between
males and females? No such system operates in men. The effect of the
menstrual cycle is not only observable clinically, but it can be documented
statistically.

The incidences of suicides, homicides, and infanticides perpetrated by
women are significantly higher during the period of premenstrual tension
than any other phase of the month. Consider also the findings of Alec
Coppen and Neil Kessel, who studied 465 women and observed that they
were more irritable and depressed during the premenstrual phase than
during the mid-cycle. “This was true for neurotic, psychotic and normal
women alike. Similarly Natalie Sharness found the premenstrual phase
associated with feelings of helplessness, anxiety, hostility, and yearning for
love. At menstruation, this tension and irritability eased, but depression
often accompanied the relief, and lingered until estrogen increased.”[18]

I doubt that these facts will come as a great revelation to men or
women. Both sexes know that behavior and attitudes are related to the
monthly pattern. I receive interesting letters from men who ask, “How can I



cope with my wife’s irritability during this phase?” Their question reminds
me of an incident shared with me by my late friend Dr. David Hernandez,
who was an obstetrician and gynecologist in private practice. The true story
involves Latin men whose wives were given birth control pills by a
pharmaceutical company. The Federal Drug Administration in America
would not permit hormonal research to be conducted, so the company
selected a small fishing village in South America which agreed to
cooperate. All the women in the town were given the pill on the same date,
and after three weeks the prescription was terminated to permit
menstruation. That meant, of course, that every adult female in the
community was experiencing premenstrual tension at the same time. The
men couldn’t take it. They all headed for their boats each month and
remained at sea until the crisis passed at home. They knew, even if some
people didn’t, that females are different from males . . . especially every
twenty-eight days.

But there are other ways women are unique. Female emotions are also
influenced by two other exclusively feminine functions, lactation and
pregnancy. Furthermore, the hypothalamus, which is located at the base of
the brain and has been called the “seat of the emotions,” is apparently wired
very differently for males than females. For example, a severe emotional
shock or trauma can be interpreted by the hypothalamus, which then sends
messages to the pituitary by way of neurons and hormones. The pituitary
often responds by changing the body chemistry of the woman, perhaps
interrupting the normal menstrual cycle for six months or longer. Female
physiology is a finely tuned instrument, being more vulnerable and complex
than the masculine counterpart. Why some women find that fact insulting is
still a mystery to me.

How do these differences translate into observable behavior? Medical
science has not begun to identify all the ramifications of sexual uniqueness.
Some of the implications are extremely subtle. For example, when
researchers quietly walked on high school and college campuses to study
behavior of the sexes, they observed that males and females even
transported their books in different ways. The young men tended to carry



them at their sides with their arms looped over the top. Women and girls, by
contrast, usually cradled their books at their breasts, in much the same way
they would a baby. Who can estimate how many other sex-related
influences lie below the level of consciousness?

Admittedly, some of the observed differences between the sexes are
culturally produced. I don’t know how to sort out those which are
exclusively genetic from those which represent learned responses. Frankly,
it doesn’t seem to matter a great deal. The differences exist, for whatever
reason. At the risk of being called a sexist, or a propagator of sexual
stereotypes (or worse), let me delineate a few of the emotional patterns
typical of women as compared with men.

1. As stated in chapter 2, the reproductive capacity of women results in a
greater appreciation for stability, security, and enduring human
relationships. In other words, females are more future-oriented because
of their concern for children.

2. Related to the first item is a woman’s emotional investment in her
home, which usually exceeds that of her husband. She typically cares
more than he about the minor details of the house, family functioning,
and such concerns. To cite a personal example, my wife and I decided
to install a new gas barbecue unit in our backyard. When the plumber
completed the assignment and departed, Shirley and I both recognized
that he had placed the appliance approximately six inches too high. I
looked at the device and said, “Hmmm, yes sir, he sure made a
mistake. That post is a bit too high. By the way, what are we having
for dinner tonight?” Shirley’s reaction was dramatically different. She
said, “The plumber has that thing sticking up in the air and I don’t
think I can stand it!” Our contrasting views represented a classic
difference of emotional intensity relating to the home.

3. Anyone who doubts that males and females are unique should observe
how they approach a game of Ping Pong or Monopoly or dominoes or
horseshoes or volleyball or tennis. Women often use the event as an
excuse for fellowship and pleasant conversation. For men, the name of



the game is conquest. Even if the setting is a friendly social gathering
in the host’s backyard, the beads of sweat on each man’s forehead
reveal his passion to win. This aggressive competitiveness has been
attributed to cultural influences. I don’t believe it. As Richard Restak
said, “At a birthday party for five-year-olds, it’s not usually the girls
who pull hair, throw punches, or smear each other with food.”

4. Males and females apparently differ in the manner by which they
develop self-esteem. Men draw the necessary evidence of their
worthiness primarily from their jobs—from being respected in
business, profession or craft. Women, however, especially those who
are homemakers, depend primarily on the romantic relationship with
their husbands for ego support. This explains why the emotional
content of a marriage is often of greater significance to women than
men and why tokens of affection are appreciated more by wives, who
obtain esteem from these expressions of love and generosity.

5. A maternal instinct apparently operates in most women, although its
force is stronger in some than others. This desire to procreate is
certainly evident in those who are unable to conceive. I receive a
steady influx of letters from women who express great frustration from
their inability to become mothers. Although culture plays a major role
in these longings, I believe they are rooted in female anatomy and
physiology.

6. Perhaps the most dramatic differences between males and females are
evident in their contrasting sexual preferences. He is more visually
oriented, caring less about the romantic component. She is attracted
not to a photograph of an unknown model or by a handsome stranger,
but to a particular man with whom she has entered into an emotional
relationship. This differing orientation is merely the tip of the iceberg
in delineating the sexual uniqueness of males and females.

These items are illustrative and are not intended to represent a scientific
delineation of sexual differences. The reader is invited to add his own
observations to the list and to make his own interpretations.



CONCLUSION

By way of summary to these chapters dealing with male and female
identities, let me offer two opinions with regard to masculine leadership.
They are as follows:

1. Because of the fragile nature of the male ego and a man’s enormous
need to be respected, combined with female vulnerability and a
woman’s need to be loved, I feel it is a mistake to tamper with the
time-honored relationship of husband as loving protector and wife as
recipient of that protection.

2. Because two captains sink the ship and two cooks spoil the broth, I
feel that a family must have a leader whose decisions prevail in times
of differing opinions. If I understand the Scriptures, that role has been
assigned to the man of the house. However, he must not incite his crew
to mutiny by heavy handed disregard for their feelings and needs. He
should, in fact, put the best interests of his family above his own, even
to the point of death, if necessary. Nowhere in Scripture is he
authorized to become a dictator or slave owner.

Other combinations of husband-wife teamwork have been successful in
individual families, but I’ve seen many complications occurring in
marriages where the man was passive, weak, and lacking in qualities of
leadership. None of the modern alternatives have improved on the
traditional, masculine role as prescribed in the Good Book. It was, after all,
inspired by the Creator of mankind.

If this be macho, sexist, chauvinist, and stereotypical, then I’m guilty as
charged. (Please address all hate mail to my secretary, who has a special file
prepared for it.)



F i f t e e n

WHATEVER HAPPENED TO THE
WOMEN’S LIBERATION

MOVEMENT?

I’ve referred several times to the now-defunct Women’s Liberation
Movement, which was in its heyday when this manuscript was first written.
It left its mark before disappearing from the scene, but the general public
quickly realized that anger between the sexes and lesbian ideologies, even
the Equal Rights Amendment, were not in society’s best interests.
Unfortunately, many gullible people were sucked into the web before their
eyes were opened. Some are still paying the price for mistakes made during
that era.

The best testimonial I have read to this effect was written by Kay
Ebeling and published in the “My Turn” section of Newsweek magazine
(November 19, 1990). I will let her speak from the vantage point of the
nineties.

THE FAILURE OF FEMINISM

The other day I had the world’s fastest blind date. A Yuppie from Eureka
penciled me in for 50 minutes on a Friday and met me at a watering hole in
the rural northern California town of Arcata. He breezed in, threw his
jammed daily planner on the table and shot questions at me, watching my
reactions as if it were a job interview. He eyed how much I drank. Then he
breezed out to his next appointment. He had given us 50 minutes to size
each other up and see if there was any chance for romance. His exit was so
fast that as we left he let the door slam back in my face. It was an
interesting slam.



Most of our 50-minute conversation had covered the changing state of
male-female relationships. My blind date was 40 years old, from the
Experimental Generation. He is “actively pursuing new ways for men and
women to interact now that old traditions no longer exist.” That’s a real
quote. He really did say that, when I asked him what he liked to do. This
was a man who’d read Ms. magazine and believed every word of it. He’d
been single for 16 years but had lived with a few women during that time.
He was off that evening for a ski weekend, meeting someone who was
paying her own way for the trip.

I too am from the Experimental Generation, but I couldn’t even pay for
my own drink. To me, feminism has backfired against women. In 1973 I left
what could have been a perfectly good marriage, taking with me a child in
diapers, a 10-year-old Plymouth and Volume 1, Number One of Ms.
magazine. I was convinced I could make it on my own. In the last 15 years
my ex has married or lived with a succession of women. As he gets older,
his women stay in their 20s. Meanwhile, I’ve stayed unattached. He drives a
BMW. I ride buses.

Today I see feminism as the Great Experiment That Failed, and women
in my generation, its perpetrators, are the casualties. Many of us, myself
included, are saddled with raising children alone. The resulting poverty
makes us experts at cornmeal recipes and ways to find free recreation on
weekends. At the same time, single men from our generation amass
fortunes in CDs and real-estate ventures so they can breeze off on ski
weekends. Feminism freed men, not women. Now men are spared the
nuisance of a wife and family to support. After childbirth, if his wife’s waist
doesn’t return to 20 inches, the husband can go out and get a more petite
woman. It’s far more difficult for the wife, now tied down with a baby, to
find a new man. My blind date that Friday waved good-bye as he drove off
in his RV. I walked home and paid the sitter with laundry quarters.

The main message of feminism was: woman, you don’t need a man;
remember, those of you around 40, the phrase: “A woman without a man is
like a fish without a bicycle”? That joke circulated through “consciousness
raising” groups across the country in the ’70s. It was a philosophy that



made divorce and cohabitation casual and routine. Feminism made women
disposable. So today a lot of females are around 40 and single with a couple
of kids to raise on their own. Child support payments might pay for a few
pairs of shoes, but in general, feminism gave men all the financial and
personal advantages over women.

What’s worse, we asked for it. Many women decided: you don’t need a
family structure to raise your children. We packed them off to day-care
centers where they could get their nurturing from professionals. Then we
put on our suits and ties, packed our briefcases and took off on this Great
Experiment, convinced that there was no difference between ourselves and
the guys in the other offices.

‘Biological thing’: How wrong we were. Because like it or not, women
have babies. It’s this biological thing that’s just there, these organs we’re
born with. The truth is, a woman can’t live the true feminist life unless she
denies her childbearing biology. She has to live on the pill, or have her
tubes tied at an early age. Then she can keep up with the guys with an
uninterrupted career and then, when she’s 30, she’ll be paying her own way
on ski weekends too.

The reality of feminism is a lot of frenzied and overworked women
dropping kids off at day-care centers. If the child is sick, they just send
along some children’s Tylenol and then rush off to underpaid jobs that they
don’t even like. Two of my working-mother friends told me they were
mopping floors and folding laundry after midnight last week. They live on
five hours of sleep, and it shows in their faces. And they’ve got husbands!
I’m not advocating that women retrogress to the brainless housewives of the
’50s who spent afternoons baking macaroni sculptures and keeping Betty
Crocker files. Post-World War II women were the first to be left with a lot
of free time, and they weren’t too creative in filling it. Perhaps feminism
was a reaction to that bored housewife, especially as she was portrayed in
the media. In that respect, feminism has served a purpose.

Women should get educations so they can be brainy in the way they
raise their children. Women can start small businesses, do consulting, write
freelance out of the home. But women don’t belong in 12-hour-a-day



executive office positions, and I can’t figure out today what ever made us
think we would want to be there in the first place. As long as that biology is
there, women can’t compete equally with men. A ratio cannot be made
using disproportionate parts. Women and men are not equal, we’re different.
The economy might even improve if women came home, opening up jobs
for unemployed men, who could then support a wife and children, the way
it was, pre-feminism.

Sometimes on Saturday nights I’ll get dressed up and go out club-
hopping or to the theater, but the sight of all those other women my age,
dressed a little too young, made up to hide encroaching wrinkles, looking
hopefully into the crowds, usually depresses me. I end up coming home, to
spend my Saturday night with my daughter asleep in her room nearby. At
least NBC Saturday-night lineup is geared demographically to women at
home alone.

A former editor-in-chief and government public information officer, Kay
Ebeling is now a single mother of a three-year-old daughter. Her eighteen-
year-old son has lived with his father since age five, when Ebeling went to
work full time. “It was really ironic,” Ebeling says. “I gave up custody of
my son so I could pursue the feminist dream of an ‘unfettered’ career. Then
I became a workaholic, trying to find the gratification on the job that I lost
by giving up my son.” She now writes freelance out of her home and does
occasional child-care so she can earn a living and still be a full-time “stay-
at-home” mother.



A MAN AND HIS EMOTIONS



S i x t e e n

A MAN AND HIS MIDLIFE YEARS

You’ll recall that we began our discussion in the first chapter by looking at
my own midlife “reassessment” and some of the reactions of my friends
during this unsettling period. We have not, as yet, examined the experience
known as a midlife crisis or the forces that unleash it. The question we must
answer is, why do so many men have to bump their heads on the same old
rock?

To explain the meaning of midlife crisis, let’s first consider a child at the
moment of birth. Though he has just arrived on the scene, a great deal can
be anticipated about his next twenty years. We can predict, with a high
degree of accuracy, that he will experience most of the same periods of
stress and conflict that other boys and girls have encountered. He’ll toddle
through the terrible twos, then glide into the more tranquil elementary
school years before being besieged by puberty. The period of early
adolescence is likely to be stormy, followed a few years later by the
frightening experience of leaving home. This perilous journey from birth to
adulthood has been studied exhaustively and mapped inch by inch. There
are very few surprises within the science of child development today.

However, we have only recently begun to recognize that adulthood is
also characterized by predictable periods of tranquility and stress. The
journey is not as well charted for men and women as it has been for
children, of course, but the map is beginning to take shape. It is now
apparent that the mature years continue to be characterized by alternating
periods of equilibrium and disequilibrium, and that the human experience
offers remarkable similarities from person to person. The apostle Paul
referred to this commonality when he wrote, “There hath no temptation
taken you but such as is common to man” (1 Corinthians 10:13, KJV).



Other books have attempted to map the entire journey from youth to old
age, (i.e., Passages by Gail Sheehy and Stages by John Claypool). Our
concern here will be limited to that brief stretch of road known as the
midlife years, which can be particularly bumpy for everyone on board. Both
males and females can expect to be jostled and jarred while traveling that
unpaved section of the highway. Women experience these stresses during
the disequilibrium of menopause, when reproductive activity is waning.

For this discussion, however, our emphasis will be on the male in
midlife crisis. It is a vitally important topic, especially to those men who are
approaching their third and fourth (or possibly fifth) decades on this earth.
Lee Stockford reported the findings of three studies involving more than
2,100 persons and concluded that 80 percent of the executives between
thirty-four and forty-two years of age experience a midlife trauma of some
variety. This estimate is consistent with my own observations, especially
among highly motivated, successful business and professional men.

To men and their wives who want a better understanding of the stresses
I’ve described, I enthusiastically recommend Jim Conway’s excellent book,
Men in Midlife Crisis. Dr. Conway is a minister who went through his own
midlife nightmare and survived to tell the story. His book is the best I have
read on the subject and will be helpful to those who have reached that stage
of their journey.

After Conway’s book came to my attention, I devoted several radio
programs to its theme. A literal avalanche of mail and phone calls poured
into my office the following month. Men wrote to say, “I am there,” and
wives asked, “How can I help my husband through this awful experience?”

With Dr. Conway’s permission, I have chosen to review the major
concepts from his book[19] and then add my own suggestions and
interpretations. Let’s begin with the basic question, “What is a midlife
crisis?” It is a time of intense personal evaluation when frightening and
disturbing thoughts surge through the mind, posing questions about who I
am and why I’m here and what it all matters. It is a period of self-doubt and
disenchantment with everything familiar and stable. It represents terrifying



thoughts that can’t be admitted or revealed even to those closest to us.
These anxieties often produce an uncomfortable separation between loved
ones at a time when support and understanding are desperately needed.

Conway identifies four major “enemies” which plague a man entering
his midlife years. The first is his own body. There is no doubt about it; that
guy who thought he would be perpetually young is now growing older. His
hair is falling out, despite desperate attempts to coddle and protect every
remaining strand. “Me, bald?” he shudders. Then he notices he doesn’t have
the stamina he once had. He begins getting winded on escalators. Before
long, words assume new meanings for him. “The rolling stones” are in his
gall bladder and “speed” (which once referred to amphetamines or fast
driving) is his word for prune juice. He takes a business trip and the
stewardess offers him “coffee, tea, or milk of magnesia.” The cells in his
face then pack up and run south for the winter, leaving a shocked and
depressed man standing two inches from the mirror in disbelief.

I’m kidding, of course, but not much. If you think only women get
depressed over evidence of aging, then you know little about the male of
the species. It is also disturbing to most men to realize they will soon lose
their appeal to the opposite sex . . . that physical power and vitality are
declining . . . that the golden age of youth has come and gone. This
awareness becomes undeniable during the period between thirty-five and
forty years of age. Until then, an athletic man can still compete in basketball
or tennis or baseball with his younger friends. But suddenly, for reasons
which I can’t explain, the deterioration becomes more noticeable in this
Valley of the Shadow. Those who disagree have simply been too busy to
recognize the decline. Even the best and most durable of professional
athletes usually end their careers in their late thirties, not by choice but by
the onset of huffing and puffing.

Consider the record of Muhammad Ali, who was the world heavyweight
boxing champion at thirty-five, but had been whipped by a boy (Leon
Spinks) at thirty-six and was retired at thirty-seven. Jerry West and John
Havlicek, who at thirty-five were two of the best guards in NBA history,
were both out of business at thirty-seven. John McEnroe and Jimmy



Connors went the way of all flesh, too. Michael Jordan didn’t last much
longer, making it to forty before retiring for good. Even baseball’s “Iron
Man,” Cal Ripken, finally hung up his spikes at forty-one. The pattern is
repeated dozens of times every year. A superstar who consistently wowed
the fans suddenly gets too old to compete. And another jock waves good-
bye to the crowd.

Those of us who earn our living in nonathletic pursuits are less
vulnerable to aging, but deep inside we also know things are changing. Our
fathers often experience their first cardiac problems when we are in our
middle decades, which makes us nervous about the time bombs ticking
within our own chests. A deodorant commercial asks, “Where will you be
when it stops working?” Every middle-aged man has posed that question
about his heart. Some, like myself, have experienced “The Attack.”

To summarize this first great concern of the midlife years, a man
approaching forty is forced to admit (1) he is getting older; (2) the changes
produced by aging are neither attractive nor convenient; (3) in a world that
equates human worth with youth and beauty, he is about to suffer a personal
devaluation; and (4) old age is less than two decades away, bringing
eventual sickness and death. When a man confronts this package for the
first time, he is certain to experience an emotional reverberation of some
type.

The second enemy facing a man in his midlife years is his work. He
typically resents his job and feels trapped in the field he has chosen. Many
blue- and white-collar workers wish they’d had the opportunity to study
medicine or law or dentistry. Little do they realize that physicians and
attorneys and orthodontists often wish they had selected less demanding
occupations . . . jobs that didn’t impose the constant threat of malpractice
suits . . . jobs that could be forgotten on evenings and weekends . . . jobs
that left time for recreation and hobbies. This occupational unrest at all
socioeconomic levels reaches a peak of intensity in the middle years, when
a new awareness of life’s brevity makes men reluctant to squander a single
day that remains. But, on the other hand, they have little choice. The
financial needs of their families demand that they keep pressing . . . so the



kids can go to college . . . so the house payment can be met . . . so the lives
they have known can continue . . . so they can support their aging parents.
Thus, their emotions are caught in an ever-tightening vise.

A man’s common reaction to this frustration is to seek an escape. Some
husbands run away without telling their loved ones where they’re going.
Others make a radical change in employment, perhaps losing years of
retirement benefits or seniority. But the majority hang tough. They just
complain and get depressed and threaten to quit . . . but they’ll be on the job
tomorrow morning. If you listen closely you’ll hear them mutter, “I don’t
wanna but I gotta!”

We should consider one other aspect of a man’s work during his midlife
years, relating to his dreams. When he was young, he fully expected to be
the President, or at least a millionaire by the time he was thirty. But as time
begins to run out, he realizes not only that he’ll never achieve his fantasy,
but that his present accomplishment probably represents the high-water
mark for his life. Yes, Virginia, this is it! We can easily see why Conway
identified a man’s work as his enemy during this period of transition.

The third enemy that rises to confront a middle-aged man is, believe it
or not, his own family. These stormy years of self-doubt and introspection
can be devastating to marriage. Such a man often becomes angry and
depressed and rebellious toward those closest to him. He resents the fact
that his wife and kids need him. No matter how hard he works, they always
require more money than he can earn, and that agitates him further. At a
time when he is in a selfish mood, wanting to meet his own needs, it seems
that every member of the family is pulling on him. Even his parents have
now become his financial and emotional responsibility. Again, he is seized
by the urge to run.

At this delicate point in a man’s life, Satan reaches into his ugly bag of
tricks and retrieves the most foul of all his suggestions: adultery. What a
vile alternative to plant in the troubled mind of a husband and father at this
time of disenchantment. That pretty little secretary, who has serious
emotional needs of her own, possesses enormous power to soothe his
wounds and patch his pride. She offers the ultimate escape from the



entrapment of midlife. But what a price she and her lover will pay for their
illicit adventure. When their fling has run its course, they must face the
spouses they have betrayed and the children they have abandoned and the
God they have disobeyed. The consequences of their sin will reverberate
through eternity, hurting the innocent as certainly as the guilty.

Conway informs us that King David’s affair with Bathsheba, leading
ultimately to the murder of her husband, actually began with a severe
midlife crisis. Indeed, David’s writings do reveal the classic struggles of a
middle-aged man. He wrote in Psalms: “for my days disappear like
smoke. . . . My life is passing swiftly as the evening shadows. I am
withering like grass. . . . He has cut me down in middle life, shortening my
days” (Psalm 102:3, 11, 23, TLB).

At this point of vulnerability, David, who was on the roof, happened to
see Bathsheba as she bathed. The rest of the sordid story is history. It was to
be the one black mark on David’s record, according to the unflinching
assessment written in 1 Kings 15:5 (TLB): “For David had obeyed God
during his entire life except for the affair concerning Uriah the Hittite”
(Uriah was Bathsheba’s husband whom David murdered after learning of
her pregnancy).

It is important to understand that David and Bathsheba fell into this sin
because they were ripe for an affair. David, who had literally hundreds of
wives and concubines, was entitled to possess any unmarried woman in the
land. Instead, he wanted Uriah’s wife—not because she was different, but
because he was different. His damaged ego needed what she could offer at
that precise time. And as for Bathsheba, remember that her husband was
away at war. She was probably lonely and depressed on that night of
passion. Why else was she bathing in full view of the king?

Conway’s point, which is undeniable, is that a man and woman commit
adultery when they are emotionally ready for it. As he said, “Invariably, a
set of circumstances sets them up, like David, and they think of the affair as
a way to satisfy the discontent they feel.” Let the reader beware.



The fourth and final enemy of a man in midlife crisis appears to be God
Himself. Through a strange manipulation of logic, man blames the Creator
for all his troubles, approaching Him with rebellion and anger. In return, he
feels condemned and abandoned and unloved by God. The consequence is a
weakened faith and a crumbling system of beliefs. This explains, more than
any other factor, the radical changes in behavior that often accompany the
struggles of middle life.

Let me give this latter point the strongest possible emphasis. One of the
most common observations made by relatives and friends of a man in
midlife crisis reflects this sudden reversal of personality and behavior.

“I don’t understand what happened to Loren,” a wife will say. “He
seemed to change overnight from a stable, loving husband and father to an
irresponsible rogue. He quit going to church. He began openly flirting with
other women. He lost interest in our sons. Even his clothing became modish
and flamboyant. He started combing his hair forward to hide his baldness
and he bought a new sports car that we couldn’t afford. I just can’t figure
out what suddenly came over my dependable husband.”

This man has obviously experienced the changes we have described, but
his basic problem is spiritual in nature. As his system of beliefs
disintegrated, then his commitment to related biblical concepts was
weakened accordingly. Monogamy, fidelity, responsibility, life after death,
self-denial, Christian witnessing, basic honesty, and dozens of other
components of his former faith suddenly became invalid or suspect. The
result was a rapid and catastrophic change in lifestyles which left his family
and friends in a state of confusion and shock. This pattern has occurred for
thousands of families in recent years.

Let’s turn our attention now from a description of the problem to a few
suggestions for those who have experienced these difficulties. Returning to
my prior recommendation, I would urge everyone (male and female) to read
Conway’s book. He devoted a three-hundred-page manuscript to a topic I
could only address in a chapter or two. In the final pages of Men in Midlife
Crisis, Conway lists ten suggestions under the heading “What seemed to
help me.” There he discusses the therapeutic value of exercise, new



challenges, music, talking, rest, Bible reading, and prayer in reestablishing
one’s equilibrium. I will not repeat those concepts here, choosing instead to
emphasize two factors which Conway may have understated.

First, I want to give hope directly to the man in midlife crisis. Just as
behavioral scientists were able to predict that you would journey into this
troubling era, we can also anticipate your emergence from it. An analogy to
adolescence is helpful at this point: both periods are relatively short-term,
age-related times of transition which produce intense anxiety, self-doubt,
introspection, and agitation. Fortunately, however, neither adolescence nor
the midlife years represent permanent traps which hold victims captive.
Rather, they can be thought of as doors through which we must all pass and
from which we will all emerge. What I’m saying is that normality will
return (unless you make some disruptive mistakes in a desperate attempt to
cope).

Second, I feel the need to stress what I consider to be the fundamental
cause of a midlife crisis. It results from what the Bible refers to as “building
your house upon the sand.” It is possible to be a follower of Jesus Christ
and accept His forgiveness from sin, yet still be deeply influenced by the
values and attitudes of one’s surrounding culture. Thus, a young Christian
husband and father may become a workaholic, a hoarder of money, a status-
seeker, a worshiper of youth, and a lover of pleasure. These tendencies may
not reflect his conscious choices and desires; they merely represent the
stamp of society’s godless values on his life and times.

Despite his unchristian attitudes, the man may appear to “have it all
together” in his first fifteen years as an adult, especially if he is successful
in early business pursuits. But he is in considerable danger. Whenever we
build our lives on values and principles that contradict the time-honored
wisdom of God’s Word, we are laying a foundation on the sand. Sooner or
later, the storms will howl and the structure we have laboriously constructed
will collapse with a mighty crash.

Stated succinctly, a midlife crisis is more likely to be severe for those
whose values reflect the temporal perspectives of this world. A man does
not mourn the loss of his youth, for example, if he honestly believes that his



life is merely a preparation for a better one to follow. And God does not
become the enemy of a man who has walked and talked with Him in daily
communion and love. And the relationship between a man and his wife is
less strained in the midlife years if they have protected and maintained their
friendship since they were newlyweds. In short, the midlife crisis represents
a day of reckoning for a lifetime of wrong values, unworthy goals, and
ungodly attitudes.

Perhaps this explains my observation that most men in the throes of a
midlife crisis are long-term workaholics. They have built their mighty
castles on the sandy beach of materialism, depending on money and status
and advancement and success to meet all their needs. They reserved no time
for wife, children, friends, or God. Drive! Push! Hustle! Scheme! Invest!
Prepare! Anticipate! Work! Fourteen-hour days were followed by weekends
at the office and forfeited vacations and midnight oil. Then after twenty
years of this distorted existence, they suddenly have cause to question the
value of it all. “Is this really what I want to do with my life?” they ask.
They realize too late that they have frantically climbed the ladder of
success, only to discover that it was leaning against the wrong wall.

Perhaps the reader now understands why I have attacked this
overcommitted lifestyle throughout my book. In Western custom, it is the
villain that destroys marriage, Christian devotion, emotional health, and the
well-being of children. In my opinion, overwork is the sour note in the
symphony of American values. It can even make a forty-year-old man want
to run and hide.

Across the fields of yesterday
He sometimes comes to me

A little lad just back from play
The boy I used to be

He smiles at me so wistfully
When once he’s crept within

It is as though he had hoped to see
The man I might have been
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S e v e n t e e n

A MAN AND HIS EMOTIONS

Have you ever stood outdoors near the end of a day and heard the whining
sound of a mosquito flying past your ear? “I’ll bet I’m about to get
punctured,” you think.

Just then, you feel the creature light on your forearm and you
immediately glance downward. But to your surprise, the insect is not there.
You merely imagined that you had been invaded.

Or in another context, have you ever awakened after a frightening
dream, lying breathless in your bed? You listened to the sounds of the night,
wondering if the dream was based on reality. Then suddenly, just as you
expected, there was a “bump” coming from the dark side of the house. An
hour later you concluded that no one was actually there.

Emotions are powerful forces within the human mind. Fear, especially,
has a remarkable way of generating evidence to support itself. Physicians
and psychologists in clinical practice spend a large portion of their time
convincing people that their self-diagnoses are not accurate, that their
symptoms are imaginary or psychosomatic.

Even the young and the brave experience such deception. My good
friend Steve Smith won a bronze star for courage in Vietnam combat.
However, the first night his unit arrived in the war-torn country was not to
be remembered for remarkable valor. His company had never seen actual
combat, and the men were terrified. They dug foxholes on a hill and
nervously watched the sun disappear beyond the horizon. At approximately
midnight, the enemy attacked as anticipated. Guns began to blaze on one
side of the mountain, and before long all the soldiers were firing frantically
and throwing hand grenades into the darkness. The battle raged throughout
the night and the infantry appeared to be winning. Finally, the long-awaited



sun came up and the body count began. But not one single dead Viet Cong
lay at the perimeter of the mountain. In fact, not one enemy soldier had
even participated in the attack. The company of green troops had fought the
night in mortal combat . . . and won.

Permit me one further example of emotions that overruled reason. The
city of Los Angeles was paralyzed with fear in 1969, when Charles Manson
and his “family” murdered Sharon Tate and her friends and then butchered
Leno and Rosemary La Bianca in cold blood. Residents wondered who
would be next. My mother was quite convinced that she was the prime
candidate. Sure enough, Mom and Dad heard the intruder as they lay in bed
one night. “Thump!” went the sound from the area of the kitchen.

“Did you hear that?” asked my mother.
“Yes, be quiet,” said my father.
They lay staring at the darkened ceiling, breathing shallowly and

listening for further clues. A second “thump” brought them to their feet.
They felt their way to the bedroom door, which was closed. At this point,
we are shown a key difference between how my mother and my father
faced a crisis. Mom’s inclination was to hold the door shut to keep the
intruder from entering the bedroom. Thus, she propped her foot against the
bottom of the door and threw her weight against the upper section. My
father’s approach was to confront the attacker head on. He reached through
the darkness and grasped the doorknob, but his pull met the resistance from
my mother.

My father assumed someone was holding the door shut from the other
side. My terrified mother, on the other hand, could feel the killer trying to
force the door open. My parents stood there in the pitch blackness of
midnight, struggling against one another and imagining themselves to be in
a tug of war with a murderer. Mother then decided to abandon ship. She
released the door and ran to the window to scream at the top of her lungs.
She took a great breath of air with which to summon the entire city of
Pasadena, when she realized a light was on behind her. Turning around, she
saw that my dad had gone into the other part of the house in search of their



attacker. Obviously, he was able to open the door when she released it. In
reality, there was no prowler. The thumps were never identified and Charles
Manson never made his anticipated visit.

Let me personalize the issue at hand. What imaginary fears are you
supporting with contrived evidence? What role do rampant, uncontrolled
emotions play in your life? It is likely that what you feel, right or wrong, is
a powerful force in determining your behavior day by day. Emotional
experience in the Western world has become the primary motivation of
values and actions and even spiritual beliefs. Furthermore (and this is the
point), we are living in a day when we are being encouraged to release our
emotions . . . to grant them even greater power in ruling our destinies. Even
in the nineties, we still see the evidences of the selfishness of prior decades,
urging us to “go for it” . . . to give free reign to the urges within. Debbie
Boone’s popular song for the seventies, “You Light Up My Life,” carried
this phrase, “It can’t be wrong, ’cause it feels so right.” (Hitler’s murder of
the Jews probably felt right to the Nazis at the time.) Most love songs, in
fact, make it clear that a commitment to one another is based on the
excitement the couple shares. Thus, when the thrill evaporates, so does the
relationship. By contrast, the greatest piece of literature ever written on the
subject of love, the thirteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians, includes not a single
reference to feelings: “Love is very patient and kind, never jealous or
envious, never boastful or proud, never haughty or selfish or rude. Love
does not demand its own way. It is not irritable or touchy. It does not hold
grudges and will hardly even notice when others do it wrong”
(1 Corinthians 13:4–5, TLB).

One of the most destructive and foolish social movements of the
twentieth century was the so-called Discovery of Personhood, which sought
to free our emotions from restraint and inhibition. This pop-psych
movement, so prevalent in San Francisco and other California cities in the
past, encourages us to get in touch with our feelings . . . to open up . . . to
tell it like it is. We’ve come through an emphasis on “encounter groups,”



where participants were urged to attack one another and cry and scream and
remove their clothes and even whack each other with foamy “encounter
bats.” Great stuff.

I have no desire to return our culture to the formality of the nineteenth
century, when father was a marble statue and mother couldn’t smile because
her corset was too tight. But if our grandparents represented one extreme of
emotional repression, contemporary man has become a temperamental yo-
yo at the other. We live and breathe by the vicissitudes of our feelings, and
for many, the depression of the “lows” is significantly more prevalent than
the elation of the “highs.” Reason is now dominated by feelings, rather than
the reverse, as God intended. “But when the Holy Spirit controls our lives
he will produce this kind of fruit in us: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (Galatians 5:22, TLB,
emphasis added).

This need for self-control is emphasized by the difficulties and stresses
that occur in the lives of virtually every human being on earth. As Mark
Twain said, “Life is just one darn thing after another.” It’s true. At least
once every two weeks, someone gets a chest cold or the roof springs a leak
or the car throws a rod or an ingrown toenail becomes infected or a business
crisis develops. Those minor frustrations are inevitable. In time, of course,
more significant problems develop. Loved ones die and catastrophic
diseases appear and life slowly grinds to a conclusion. This is the nature of
human experience, whether we like it or not. That being true, nothing could
be more dangerous than to permit our emotions to rule our destinies. To do
so is to be cast adrift in the path of life’s storms.

It is possible not only to survive in a crisis, but actually to thrive on it.
No better example exists than in the person of Dr. Stephen Hawking, an
astrophysicist at the University of Cambridge in England. He is generally
believed to be the most brilliant scientist since Einstein, and certainly, the
most gifted theoretical astronomer now living. What may not be known,
however, is that Dr. Hawking has a progressive neuromuscular disease
called amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. (ALS is the disease that took the life of
Yankee baseball player Lou Gehrig.) Hawking is confined to a wheelchair



and can no longer move his arms or legs. His body has deteriorated to
where he can “speak” only with the aid of a computer. His attempts to
communicate have become so labored that those who don’t know him think
he has expressed an entire thought, when in fact, he’s only spoken a few
words. He is too weak to write, feed himself, comb his hair, or fix his
glasses. Omni magazine said this about him: “Hawking . . . can do little but
sit and think. His mind is a blackboard. He memorizes the long strings of
equations that give life to his ideas, then dictates the results to his
colleagues or secretary—a feat that has been compared to Beethoven’s
writing an entire symphony in his head.”

The article in Omni then quoted Dr. Hawking as he assessed his reaction
to the illness. I can’t forget his words. He said that before he was stricken
with the disease, he was bored with his profession and with life in general.
Nothing interested or motivated him. He drank too much and did little
work. Then came the catastrophic illness and his attitudes changed
dramatically. The privilege of living became especially precious to him.
Speaking of this awakening, Dr. Hawking said, “When one’s expectations
[for life] are reduced to zero, one really appreciates everything that one
does have.”[20]

What a tremendous insight! The human emotional apparatus is
constructed so as to disregard that which is taken for granted. Good health,
delicious food, pleasant entertainment, peaceful circumstances, and
beautiful homes are of little consequence to those who have had them since
birth. Can you recall seeing a healthy teenager get up in the morning and
express appreciation because his joints didn’t hurt, or his vision was
excellent, or because he breathed with ease or he felt so good? Not likely.
He has never known the meaning of prolonged pain or sickness, and he
accepts his good health without even considering it. But when those
greatest of life’s blessings begin to vanish, our appreciation for them
increases accordingly. For a man like Stephen Hawking, who now faces
continued physical deterioration and premature death, the whole world
assumes new significance: the beauty of a tree, the privilege of watching a
sunset, the company of loved ones—it all takes on meaning.



Let’s apply this concept to the American way of life, which will explain
many of the emotional problems and psychiatric symptoms which beset us.
We have been taught to anticipate the finest and best from our existence on
this earth. We feel almost entitled, by divine decree, to at least seventy-two
years of bliss, and anything less than that is a cause for great agitation. In
other words, our level of expectation is incredibly high. But life rarely
delivers on that promise. It deals us disappointment and frustration and
disease and pain and loneliness, even in the best of circumstances. Thus,
there is an inevitable gap between life as it is and life as it ought to be.

The result is a high incidence of depression, especially among women,
and an unacceptable rate of suicide, especially among the young, and a
general anxiety among the rest of us. I have watched men develop ulcers
over relatively insignificant business reverses. I have seen women suffer
daily agitation over the most minor inconveniences, such as having too
small a house or a cranky neighbor, when every other dimension of their
lives was without a blemish.

Compare the instability of such individuals with the attitudes of German
families near the close of World War II. Every night, a thousand British
bombers would unload their destructive cargo over Hamburg and Berlin and
Munich. By day, the American planes would do the same. Loved ones were
dying on all sides. Neighborhoods were shattered and burned. Little
children were maimed and killed. There was not enough food to eat and the
water was polluted. The fabric of their lives was shredded. Yet historians
tell us that their morale remained intact until the end of the war. They did
not crack. They went about the business of reordering their homes and
making the best of a horrible situation.

How can we account for this courage in the face of disaster, as
compared with affluent North Americans who, though they have
everything, are wringing their hands in the offices of psychiatrists? The
difference, in the words of Stephen Hawking, is in our level of expectations.
The Germans expected to sacrifice and experience suffering. They were,
therefore, prepared for the worst when it came. But we are vulnerable to the



slightest frustration, because we have been taught that troubles could be
avoided. We have permitted our emotions to rule us, and in so doing, we
have become mere slaves to our feelings.

Even Christian ministers have contributed to this distortion. “Become a
follower of Christ and end your troubles,” goes the sales pitch. “You can
prosper in your business . . . and, in fact, if you’ll utter the right noises to
God, He’ll make you rich. You can avoid all sickness and all injury and all
physical malfunctions.” It’s quite a package, when you think about it.

Unfortunately, the promise is unscriptural. Jesus said, “In the world ye
shall have tribulation: but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world”
(John 16:33, KJV, emphasis added).

Christianity has always been future-oriented. “And God shall wipe away
all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow,
nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are
passed away” (Revelation 21:4, KJV). Nowhere does the Bible promise such
ease and bliss in this life, however. In fact, the Scripture indicates just the
opposite—that trials are sent our way so that we can grow and become
stronger. Those who hold tenaciously to the other point of view—that God
is obligated to remove every source of stress—must explain why He
permitted John the Baptist to be falsely accused and beheaded, and why the
apostle Paul spent so much time in dungeons. They must also interpret the
following Scripture written in Hebrews 11:35–39 (TLB):

But others trusted God and were beaten to death, preferring to die
rather than turn from God and be free—trusting that they would rise
to a better life afterwards.

Some were laughed at and their backs cut open with whips, and
others were chained in dungeons. Some died by stoning and some
by being sawed in two; others were promised freedom if they would
renounce their faith, then were killed with the sword. Some went
about in skins of sheep and goats, wandering over deserts and
mountains, hiding in dens and caves. They were hungry and sick



and ill-treated—too good for this world. And these men of faith,
though they trusted God and won his approval, none of them
received all that God had promised them.

I am reminded of Job, in the Old Testament, who lost all his possessions
and his children. Then his health deteriorated. There he was, sitting on the
ground, covered with boils, lonely for his family, impoverished, rejected by
his friends, and wondering whatever happened to God. But in that hour of
blackness when every imaginable misfortune had befallen him, his faith did
not falter. His spirit did not break. Instead, he looked upward from his
misery and said, “Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him” (Job 13:15,
KJV). That, for all times, is the classic example of a man’s intellect and his
will refusing to capitulate to emotion and circumstances.

SUMMARY

Much has been written about the need for men to get in touch with their
feelings—to be willing (and able) to cry and love and hope. These
suggestions are valid. As we will see in a subsequent chapter, my father,
who symbolized masculinity for me, was a very tender man who was not
ashamed to weep. I certainly am not suggesting that men display a phony
cheerfulness when they are dying inside. Nevertheless, there are dangers in
permitting emotions to rule our minds. Feelings must not dominate rational
judgment, especially in times of crisis, nor should we allow the minor
frustrations of living to produce depression and despair.

Though I hope never to experience the measure of sorrow suffered by
Job and the biblical martyrs, I want to adopt their steadfastness when
trouble, such as a heart attack, comes my way. Likewise, as the head of my
family, I want to lower our level of expectations in anticipation of the
winter. As Dr. Hawking indicated, life will take on new meaning if we are
successful in that endeavor.



E i g h t e e n

A MAN AND HIS ANIMALS

Proverbs 12:10 says “A righteous man cares for the needs of his animal, but
the kindest acts of the wicked are cruel.” It makes sense, doesn’t it? Anyone
who would care about the welfare of a helpless dog or cat or cow is likely
to have a soft spot for hurting people, as well. My dad was such a man. He
loved everything God made, especially furry little canines called toy
terriers.

Penny was a brilliant representative of that breed. We adopted him into
our family when I was thirteen years of age, and the two of us grew up
together. By the time I left for college, he was established as a full-fledged
member of the Dobson household, with all the rights and privileges thereof.
He and my dad had a special understanding for one another, like two old
friends who could communicate deep feelings without uttering a word.
Only dog lovers will fully comprehend what I mean.

But alas, Penny grew old and decrepit. At seventeen years of age, he
was afflicted with a terminal case of cancer and was obviously experiencing
severe pain. He would walk the fence and moan hour after hour. My dad
knew the time had come to put his little friend to sleep, but he couldn’t
bring himself to do it.

“How can I kill my dog?” he would ask.
But it was more cruel to let Penny suffer. So Dad made an appointment

with the veterinarian at the humane society to discuss the matter. The doctor
was a perceptive man and recognized how painful this event was for my
father. He shared a similar situation with reference to his own dog, and
these two grown men sat and wept together.



The decision was made to end Penny’s life, and the day was chosen.
Throughout the prior afternoon, a man and a dog sat together under the
vine-covered arbor in their backyard. Neither spoke. (Penny communicated
his thoughts with his ears and eyes and tail.) I suspect they both cried. Then
they said good-bye for the final time.

When the moment came, Penny was given five barbiturates to prevent
him from recognizing the despised smell of the animal hospital. My mother
handed him to the attendant and then hurried back to the car. Dad was
visibly shaken. For nearly a week, he sat alone under the arbor, going there
immediately after fulfilling his teaching responsibilities at the college each
day. He continued to grieve for Penny for several years.

During this time, we encouraged my father to get another dog, but he
was reluctant to expose himself to another painful loss. Nine years passed
before he considered trying to replace the memory of Penny.

But wait, why don’t I let him tell you the story in his own words. The
following narrative was written by my dad, shortly before his death.

GUARANTEED HEALTHY

I like dogs. Some of my best friends are dogs! I sometimes think that I can
communicate better with dogs than I can with people. At least I have never
had a dog misunderstand me to the point of breaking up a friendship once it
was established! I had grieved for my little toy terrier, Penny, for nine years.
I said I would never get another dog. Some of this was due to the Judas
Iscariot kind of guilt I was carrying. You see, I was forced by my very love
for him to end his hopeless agony. I, his trusted keeper, betrayed him to his
executioner! Penny, so gentle, so obedient, so intelligent! Gone was my
constant companion of seventeen years! I miss him still and always will but
“Nine years is enough,” I told my wife. “I will get me another dog.”

“You are just asking for more pain,” she said. “A dog’s life usually
averages about eight to ten years—then you will have to go through this
sorrow again.”



“Maybe not,” I said. “I have thought a lot about this decision. I will
soon be over the hill myself. It could be that we will arrive at the Golden
Gate at about the same time.”

I decided to take great care in selecting this new pet. I wanted the same
kind of dog, a toy terrier, but he would have to be pedigreed. Penny had
been a lucky accident—a throw-back more like his fox terrier ancestors. I
know the breed and know, too, that beyond the AKC papers, you have to
select the individual dog for intelligence and other desirable qualities. You
have to get a pup by six weeks of age, to be sure he hasn’t been ruined by
someone else. Then he would have to be in perfect health, having had the
necessary shots, etc.

All these thoughts were getting settled in my mind as I started watching
the papers for dog advertisements. No luck. Someone would always beat
me to the best dogs, since I wouldn’t answer an ad on Sunday, and that’s
when thoroughbreds were offered. Finally, I saw a notice from a pet shop
about a toy terrier, but I didn’t take it seriously.

“There’s something funny about this,” I told my wife. “The ad says the
dog is a nine-month-old thoroughbred, but he has no papers. Nine months
in a pet shop and nobody wants him! It doesn’t sound good to me. I
wouldn’t buy an unregistered dog anyway!” But later, I said, “Let’s just
drive out and see him.”

We found the shop in a run-down section of the city. My wife was
almost afraid to get out of the car. The business was in one room of an old
abandoned house. When I stepped through the front door, the stench almost
overwhelmed me. I spotted the dog in question at once. He was crowded
into a cubicle with other larger puppies who were bumping him and
stepping on his tiny body. They were a motley assortment of mongrels of
various kinds, all yapping and defecating; some were trying to sleep away
their misery, curled up on the wire bottom of their filthy enclosure!

When the saleslady brought the little toy terrier out and put him down
on the floor he seemed to be in a wall-eyed trance.



“This dog has been through some traumatic emotional experience,” I
thought. He looked up at me with pitiful glazed eyes that reflected
unspeakable sadness. Far from considering him, I couldn’t believe anyone
would offer an animal for sale in this condition. His skinny little frame, all
four pounds of it, was trembling, and every few seconds he would cough
and gag from some kind of chest infection. I thought I recognized this as a
case of the dreaded distemper. Between coughs, he would dig frantically at
his ears, which were infested with mites. He would follow me about the
room, meekly, his tiny tail clamped tightly down—a picture of dejection.

“Nobody knows what other disease he has got—maybe incurable,” I
thought. “Oh, no! I’m not getting into that!” But in spite of myself I wanted
to cry. He seemed to be saying, “You look like a nice man, but I know you
will be like all the rest.” He was so little and helpless and hopeless. While I
was hardening myself to his unhappy fate with such reasoning as “It’s not
my fault . . . I can’t turn my home into a dog hospital,” he put out his warm
pink tongue and licked my hand, as much to say, “Thanks, anyway, for
coming to see me.” I had to get out of there quick!

We were silent as we drove away. When we had gone a few blocks I
made an instant decision. I guess it was the effect of that lick on the hand—
the intuitive longing it expressed! Wheeling the car around, I started back. I
turned stone deaf to the neatly logical reasoning my wife poured into my
ear. In a split second, instead of a nameless wart of a dog in a rotten pet
shop, that had become my little dog in there, suffering and lonely and sick!
I was bursting with compassion that should rightfully have been expended
on a more worthy object: I know, God, please forgive me. I wrote the check
and received in exchange a receipt for the money. On it were the incredible
words “Guaranteed Healthy!”

I folded the shivering form into my arms, stink and all. A warm bath
soon removed the nauseating smell; then I took him to the best veterinarian
I could find. He took one look and shook his head.

“I’ll try, but I can’t promise he will make it,” he said. It was days of
antibiotics for the cough, weeks of application of drops for the ear mites,
worm medicine, shots of various kinds, a tonic to regulate that wildly



beating little heart, and love made warm and tender by years of grieving for
Penny. And to the astonishment of the doctor, most of all, we have a dog to
be proud of, fit and sound.

And talk about gratitude! My pup, whom we named Benji, expresses it
in the blasphemous, idolatrous way he worships me. He thinks I am God
Almighty when he comes to meet me in the morning, twisting and wiggling
like he will tear himself in two. It is as though he will never allow himself
to forget his private hell in the pet shop!

Three years after this happy beginning, Benji was to lose his beloved
master. He had seen my mother and father leave in the car one morning, but
only one of them returned. No one could explain to him the meaning of
death, of course. So Benji sat waiting month in and out, straining to hear the
sound of that familiar voice. The shutting of a car door would bring him
hope and excitement . . . followed by obvious disappointment. Wrong
person, again.

I visited my mother several months after the funeral to help pack my
father’s possessions and give away his clothes. As I busily folded coats and
pants and placed them in a suitcase, Benji jumped on the bed. He reverently
approached the clothes and sniffed them carefully on all sides. He climbed
into the suitcase and curled up within one of my father’s most familiar
coats. Then he looked up at me.

“I understand, Benji. I miss him, too,” I said.

CONCLUSION

Why have I included a story about a dog in a book about men? I guess I
wanted to illustrate that husbands and fathers are entitled to feel and love
and enjoy. Those like my father who can permit themselves the experience
of deep emotions are much more vulnerable to the vicissitudes of life,
admittedly, but their sensitivity is worth the price they pay for it.



N i n e t e e n

A MAN AND HIS GOD

One of my colleagues died during my last year at Children’s Hospital,
having served on our university medical faculty for more than twenty-five
years. During his tenure as a professor, he had earned the respect and
admiration of both professionals and patients, especially for his research
findings and contribution to medical knowledge. This doctor had reached
the pinnacle of success in his chosen field, and enjoyed the status and
financial rewards that accompany such accomplishment. He had tasted
every good thing, by the standards of the world.

At the next staff meeting following his death, a five-minute eulogy was
read by a member of his department. Then the chairman invited the entire
staff to stand, as is our custom in situations of this nature, for one minute of
silence in memory of the fallen colleague. I have no idea what the other
members of the staff contemplated during that sixty-second pause, but I can
tell you what was going through my mind.

I was thinking, Lord, is this what it all comes down to? We sweat and
worry and labor to achieve a place in life, to impress our fellow men with
our competence. We take ourselves so seriously, overreacting to the
insignificant events of each passing day. Then finally, even for the brightest
among us, all these experiences fade into history and our lives are
summarized with a five-minute eulogy and sixty seconds of silence. It hardly
seems worth the effort, Lord.

But I was also struck by the collective inadequacy of that faculty to deal
with the questions raised by our friend’s death. Where had he gone? Would
he live again? Will we see him on the other side? Why was he born? Were
his deeds observed and recorded by a loving God? Is that God interested in
me? Is there meaning to life beyond investigative research and



professorships and expensive automobiles? The silent response by two
hundred and fifty learned men and women seemed to symbolize our
inability to cope with these issues.

Then a wave of relief spread over me as I thought about the message of
Christianity and the meaning of the cross. This Good News provides the
only satisfactory explanation for why we’re here and where we’re going.
The final heartbeat for the Christian is not the mysterious conclusion to a
meaningless existence. It is, rather, the grand beginning to a life that will
never end. That’s why we can proclaim, even at the graveside of a loved
one, “O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?”
(1 Corinthians 15:55, KJV).

How extremely important it is for the man of the home to know the
answers to these perplexing questions, and be able to lead his family in the
paths of righteousness. When he accepts that spiritual responsibility as God
intends, the entire family is likely to follow his example. “And they said,
Believe on the Lord, Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved, and thy house”
(Acts 16:31, KJV, emphasis added). This issue is of such significance that I
feel compelled to devote the balance of this chapter to the basic plan of
salvation. Perhaps someone will comprehend the Christian message for the
first time through reading these pages, which is my prayer.

I used to ponder a difficult theological question that appeared
unanswerable at the time. It seemed strange that God would send His only
Son, Jesus, to die in agony on the cross at Mount Calvary. I reasoned that
God, as Creator of the universe, was in charge of everything. That entitled
Him to make His own rules and establish His own boundaries. Therefore, it
seemed to me that God could have provided any plan of salvation He chose
—anything that suited His fancy.

It was illogical that God would create a system that would ultimately
require the suffering and death of His own Son on the cross. I could not
comprehend why He would put Himself through such grief and sorrows on
our behalf when He could have offered a less costly plan of salvation. I
struggled with this issue as a young Christian and was perplexed by the



questions it raised. I knew all the pat answers given to me in Sunday school,
and I could quote the Scriptures. But none of the interpretations satisfied
me.

It is interesting to look back on the things that troubled us in earlier
days. I now have a better understanding of God’s plan of salvation and what
motivated it. And the explanation is of great significance for me, because it
deals with the very essence of Christianity.

Before reading my conclusion about God’s plan, you should know that I
am neither a minister nor a pastor nor a theologian. I can make no claims to
theological expertise. I do, however, know a little Greek and a little
Hebrew. The Greek owns a gas station in Los Angeles, and the Hebrew runs
a delicatessen in San Diego. That’s a very bad joke, but it illustrates the fact
that I am admittedly unqualified to speak as a biblical authority. However,
this lack of theological training may help me communicate with other
nontheologians in everyday language. If my explanation becomes a gross
oversimplification for some people, I hope they’ll forgive me.

Here, then, is my concept of the plan of salvation and why Jesus’ death
was necessary: It begins, as it should, with an understanding of God’s
nature. Throughout Scripture, the Almighty is represented by two
uncompromising characteristics: His love and His justice. Both of these
aspects are reflected in everything God does, and none of His actions will
ever contradict either component.

The love and justice of God were especially evident when He created
Adam and Eve. Obviously, He could have “programmed” them to love Him
and obey His laws. This could have been accomplished by creating them as
highly sophisticated robots or puppets. He did, in fact, program the brains
of lower animals, causing birds to build a certain kind of nest and wolves to
kill wounded elk. They have no choice in the matter.

Shirley and I used to have a wonderful little Dachshund named Siggie,
who displayed an assortment of wired-in behavior about which neither of us
had a choice. For example, he couldn’t help barking when the front doorbell
rang, even if I threatened to kill him for waking the baby. Nor could he keep



from gobbling his food as though he would never get another meal. God
had imposed instinctual behavior in Siggie (some of which I wanted to
eliminate) which operated automatically and without learning.

But the Lord elected to put no instinctual behavior in mankind, leaving
us free to learn. This explains the utter helplessness of human infants, who
are the most dependent of all creatures at birth. They lack the initial
advantages of unlearned responses but will later run circles around the
brightest animals with “locked-in” reactions. Such is the nature of our
humanness.

By granting us freedom of choice, therefore, God gave meaning to our
love. He sought our devotion but refused to demand it. However, the
moment He created this choice, it became inevitable that He would
eventually be faced with man’s sin. I’ve heard Christians speculate on what
might have happened if Adam and Eve hadn’t disobeyed God. The answer
seems obvious. If they had not sinned, a subsequent generation would have.
After all, if no one ever made the wrong choice, then there was no true
choice to be made.

But Adam and Eve did sin, as we know, and thereby confronted God
with the most serious dilemma of all time. His love for the human race was
unlimited, which required that He forgive His disobedient children. The
Bible says, “As a father pitieth his children, so the Lord pitieth them that
fear him” (Psalm 103:13, KJV). That is an analogy I can comprehend. I
know how I pity my children when they’ve done wrong. My inclination is
to forgive them.

But in spite of God’s great love, His justice required complete
obedience. It demanded repentance and punishment for disobedience. So
herein was a serious conflict with God’s nature. If He destroyed the human
race, as His justice would require in response to our sinful disobedience,
His love would have been violated: but if He ignored our sins, His justice
would have been sacrificed. Yet neither aspect of His nature could be
compromised.



But God, in His marvelous wisdom, proposed a solution to that awful
dilemma. If He could find one human being who wasn’t worthy of
damnation—just one individual in the history of mankind who had never
sinned, a man or a woman who was not guilty—then the sin of every other
person on earth could be laid upon that One and He could suffer for all of
us. So God, being timeless, looked across the ages of man from Adam to
Armageddon, but He could not find anyone who was innocent. “For all
have sinned, and come short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23, KJV) it
would later be written. There wasn’t a person who was worthy of assuming
the guilt, blame, and punishment for the rest of us. Therefore, the only
alternative was for God to send His own Son to bear the sins of the entire
human family. And herein we see the beauty of God’s plan and the reason
Jesus had to die. When He was crucified here on earth, Jesus harmonized
the conflict between God’s love and justice and provided a remedy for
fallen mankind.

Thus, Jesus said as He was dying, “It is finished!” meaning, “I have
carried out the plan of salvation that God designed for sinful man.” And
that’s why God turned His back on Jesus when He was on the cross,
prompting Him to cry in anguish, “My God, my God, why hast thou
forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46, KJV). In that moment, Jesus was bearing the
punishment for all human sins down through the ages, including yours and
mine.

This understanding of the plan of salvation is not based on guesses and
suppositions, of course. It is drawn from the literal interpretation of God’s
Word. This message is, in fact, the primary theme of all Scripture. The Old
Testament says, “Jesus is coming!” and the New Testament proclaims,
“Jesus is here!” But if I had to select one passage to represent the concept
I’ve presented, it would be the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah (my favorite
chapter in the Bible). It was written seven hundred years before the birth of
Christ and provides an incredible prophecy of His mission. The summary of
God’s entire plan is presented in this one chapter. Let me quote it from The
Living Bible:



But oh, how few will believe it! Who will listen? To whom will God
reveal his saving power? In God’s eyes he was like a tender green
shoot, sprouting from a root in dry and sterile ground. But in our
eyes there was no attractiveness at all, nothing to make us want him.
We despised him and rejected him—a man of sorrows, acquainted
with bitterest grief. We turned our backs on him and looked the
other way when he went by. He was despised and we didn’t care.

Yet it was our grief he bore, our sorrows that weighed him
down. And we thought his troubles were a punishment from God,
for his own sins! But he was wounded and bruised for our sins. He
was chastised that we might have peace; he was lashed—and we
were healed! We are the ones who strayed away like sheep! We,
who left God’s paths to follow our own. Yet God laid on him the
guilt and sins of every one of us!

He was oppressed and he was afflicted, yet he never said a word.
He was brought as a lamb to the slaughter; and as a sheep before her
shearers is dumb, so he stood silent before the ones condemning
him. From prison and trial they led him away to his death. But who
among the people of that day realized it was their sins that he was
dying for—that he was suffering their punishment? He was buried
like a criminal in a rich man’s grave; but he had done no wrong, and
had never spoken an evil word.

Yet it was the Lord’s good plan to bruise him and fill him with
grief. But when his soul has been made an offering for sin, then he
shall have a multitude of children, many heirs. He shall live again
and God’s program shall prosper in his hands. And when he sees all
that is accomplished by the anguish of his soul, he shall be satisfied;
and because of what he has experienced, my righteous Servant shall
make many to be counted righteous before God, for he shall bear all
their sins. Therefore I will give him the honors of one who is mighty
and great, because he has poured out his soul unto death. He was
counted as a sinner, and he bore the sins of many, and he pled with
God for sinners.



Isn’t that a beautiful explanation of Jesus’ purpose here on earth? It
makes clear why God’s plan necessarily involved His own Son—His grief
and sorrow and death. Only by paying this incredible price could He
harmonize the potential contradiction between love and justice, and provide
a “way of escape” for mankind. It also explains why there is no other name
by which we are saved and why we cannot escape if we neglect so great a
salvation (Hebrews 2:3).

One important question remains to be answered: Just how does a person
proceed, now, to accept this plan and follow the risen Lord? I believe there
are two basic steps in that process (although some churches emphasize only
one). The first is to believe in the name of Jesus Christ. John 3:16 (KJV)
says, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that
whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”
Romans 10:13 (TLB) says it another way: “Anyone who calls upon the name
of the Lord will be saved.” So the first obligation for anyone is to accept
what Christ did as being for him, personally.

But as I understand the Scripture, and from my own theological
perspective, there’s a second responsibility which is often
underemphasized. James expressed it like this: “Are there still some among
you who hold that ‘only believing’ is enough? Believing in one God? Well,
remember that the demons believe this too—so strongly that they tremble in
terror! When will you ever learn that ‘believing’ is useless without doing
what God wants you to do? Faith that does not result in good deeds is not
real faith” (2:19, TLB). So something else is required. While it’s true that
you can’t “work” your way into salvation—you cannot do enough good
deeds to earn it—repentance is still an important part of the process.

Repentance is a word that’s often misunderstood. What does it really
mean? Billy Graham defined repentance as having three parts to it. The first
is conviction. You have to know what is right before you can do what is
right; and you have to know what is wrong in order to avoid those
misbehaviors. Repentance also involves a deep awareness that you stand
guilty before the Lord. I’ve seen people who call themselves Christians and
say, “Yes, I believe in Jesus,” but they seem to have no real comprehension



or awareness of their own sin and guilt. They have no “contriteness” of
heart. From the Scripture in James we see that even demons “believe and
tremble”; yet many individuals believe and do not tremble.

But where does this spirit of repentance originate? It must come through
the teaching of the Holy Spirit. Deuteronomy 4:29 says, “But if from thence
[from this point forward] thou shalt seek the Lord thy God, thou shalt find
him, if thou seek him with all thy heart and with all thy soul” (KJV). So you
must want this relationship with God. He must be so important that you will
allow Him to turn your life around and change your behavior. In summary,
then, repentance includes conviction, knowing right from wrong; then
contrition, being aware of your guilt and sin; and finally, a resulting change
of mind and heart and behavior.

Time and space limitations make it impossible to discuss other
important theological issues of relevance to salvation, including confession
(Romans 10:9–10) and baptism (Acts 22:16 and 2:38). Entire volumes have
been written on a topic I have attempted to address in a single chapter.
Perhaps I have, at least, provided a foundation from which the new believer
can launch his own study of the Bible.

I think it would be helpful, in conclusion, to give an example of the kind
of prayer that a person might pray if he understands what I’ve been writing
and wants to accept Jesus Christ as his own Lord and Savior. Let me
express it in this way:

Lord, I bring You my sinful nature as You’ve revealed it to me. I
know I don’t have anything valuable to offer except myself and my
love. I can’t earn Your forgiveness but You’ve offered it as a free
gift from Your Son, Jesus Christ. I accept Your control of my life,
and intend to serve You, obey You, and follow You from this
moment forward. You have my past, my present, my future, my
family, my money, and my time. Nothing will I withhold. Thank
You for loving me and forgiving me and making me Your own.
Amen.



Sanctuary

Through the mesquite brush in the evening hush

Down a road that is dimly described

Past the dead cow’s bones and the blackened stones

Where the ghost of an Indian hides

Like a wild thing to drink at the windmill tank

Winds the trail now disguised of intent

Down the dry gulch bed to the rise up ahead

Where the wolf seeks the jackrabbit’s scent

Yonder beck’ning spire is the windmill’s tower

Far away in the shimmering haze

Both cathedral and shrine is this derrick of mine

Like my heart, lifting high, full of praise

See those galloping steeds, the tumbleweeds

How they fret ’neath the barbed wire fence

Fastly hitched for this hour, they are shorn of their power

Till the night wind shall call them hence.

Heaven’s vesper song seems to call me along

Through the purple and violet and blue

Congregation of one, to my God I have come

And the top of this tower is my pew



Up the weathered flank on the ladder’s plank

To my perch near the wheel and the vane

Nor regret that my rest’s taken hard by the nest

Of the hawk circling wide o’er the plain

Now the mill’s rumbling throat yields a pipe-organ note

Though some say it creaks and it scolds

To the wheel’s waving palms, there’s a giving of alms

As the sun turns the green into gold

Limpid waters outspill, with a lyrical rill

From the rusty old pipes down below

And my soul stands enawed, for the presence of God

Heavy rides on the evening glow
J A M E S  C .  D O B S O N  S R .



Tw e n t y

A MAN AND HIS DEATH

How does a good man die? We are given numerous examples in the
Scriptures which serve as inspiration to those who call themselves
Christians. My favorite is the account of King David’s final hours, when he
asked that his beloved son Solomon be brought to his chambers. There, in
the presence of witnesses, a father offered his concluding words of advice
to the young man he had designated to succeed him. We can be certain that
the statements made on that occasion carried great significance, for David
was obviously conveying eternal truths to his son. A man is seldom casual
or frivolous when staring death in the face. Thus, these words represent a
summation of all that David believed and loved:

And thou, Solomon my son, know thou the God of thy father, and
serve him with a perfect heart and with a willing mind: for the Lord
searcheth all hearts, and understandeth all the imaginations of the
thoughts: if thou seek him, he will be found of thee; but if thou
forsake him, he will cast thee off for ever. (1 Chronicles 28:9, KJV,
emphasis added.)

Every son should be so fortunate as to receive such profound advice
from his father. Those sixty words contain all that a young man or woman
should know to live a successful and meaningful life. Notice the precision
of David’s words. He did not instruct Solomon to get to know about God.
He told him to become acquainted directly with God. The distinction is vital
(I may know about Jimmy Carter and George Washington and Albert
Einstein but I have never met them face to face). I am also impressed by



David’s reference to God’s judgment for those who disobey His
commandments: “But if thou forsake him, he will cast thee off for ever.”
That warning has eternal implications for you and me, as well.

We’ve seen how King David approached the benediction of his life on
earth. Let me, now, offer a more contemporary example of how a good man
dies. It is fitting that I devote these concluding words to my own father. He
provided the inspiration for the entire book, as you must know by this point.

The last chapter in the life of my dad begins at Easter-time 1977, when
my parents came to visit Shirley and me in California. I took several days
off work and spent that time in pleasant conversation with our loved ones.
At one point, I turned to my dad and asked spontaneously, “What do you
want for an epitaph at the close of your life?”

He thought briefly and then replied, “Only two words: ‘He prayed.’” I
can think of no phrase that better summarized his devotion to God and the
daily communion he maintained with Him. It is fitting that his final act on
earth was to ask for God’s blessing on the meal that had been prepared.
Accordingly, those two words, “He prayed,” appear on his footstone today.

I then turned to my mother and asked, “What epitaph do you want on
your tombstone?” She had a rich sense of humor and immediately
responded, “I told you I was sick!”

Her remark reminded me of the eighty-year-old man who said, “If I’d
have known I was gonna live so long I’d have taken better care of myself!”

We enjoyed that week of laughter and fellowship with my parents,
having no idea, of course, that this was to be the last trip my father would
take. The clock was ticking down toward zero, with only eight months
remaining.

Later in the year, as death approached, my dad was to experience two
concluding revelations from God that moved him deeply. I learned about
the first in a telephone conversation in September. We were talking about
my upcoming television series and various topics of mutual interest. Then
suddenly Dad said, “Well, there’s one thing I know. God is going to take
care of your mother.”



I replied, “Yes, I’m sure He will,” but wondered why he had chosen that
occasion to make such a statement. Five days later, he suffered his near-
fatal heart attack.

As my mother and I sat in the hospital waiting for news of his progress,
I remembered his strange comment on the telephone. I shared his words
with my mother and asked if she understood why he had chosen to tell me
about her secure future.

“I know what he meant,” she replied. She then told me that two weeks
earlier, my dad had been resting on the bed while she worked around the
room. She glanced at him and noticed that there were tears in his eyes.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.
He paused for a few seconds and then said, “The Lord just spoke to

me.”
“Do you want to tell me about it?” she continued.
“It was about you!” replied my dad.
“Then you’d better tell me!” she said.
“It was a strange experience,” said my dad. “I was just lying here

thinking about many things. I wasn’t praying or even thinking about you
when the Lord spoke to me and said, ‘I’m going to take care of Myrtle.’”
They looked at each other in awe, wondering what it meant.

Five days later, they experienced the most severe trauma of their lives,
and eighty-four days hence, my mother learned the meaning of widowhood.

Although many years have passed since the death of my father on that
cold December day, the Lord’s promise was not forgotten. I won’t impose
all the details on you. Let it simply be known that the God of my father
comforted, provided for, and sustained the woman he left behind.

Of course, she continued to grieve for the man she loved. There is no
painless way to lose a constant companion and friend of forty-three years.
The early evening hours were especially lonely, and my mother used them
to write poetry to the memory of her husband. I especially appreciated the
following piece which she permitted me to share with you:

I Thought I Saw You Today



I thought I saw you today.

Standing with your hands in your pockets.

Laughing, the wind playing mischievously with your hair.

My heart lunged toward you as

You disappeared, leaving a total stranger

standing there.

How could I have imagined the

man to be my darling . . .

My precious darling.
— M Y R T L E  D O B S O N

It is the nature of things that most married women will eventually
become widows. Thus, I’m sure that millions of women would understand
perfectly the heartache my mother was conveying with these brief words.

I learned of my dad’s second revelation on October 2, 1977, after he had
been hospitalized for two weeks. I flew to Kansas City for a brief visit,
which was to be the final time I would see him alive. He was brimming
over with effervescence on that Sunday morning. He had so much he
wanted to say to me. His medical progress appeared encouraging and he
was anticipating being released from the hospital in a few days. Among
weightier subjects, we discussed his little dog, Benji, who anxiously
awaited the return of his master.

Then my dad became very serious. “There’s something I want to try to
describe to you,” he said. “I had the most incredible experience the morning
after my heart attack.” He began weeping as he spoke.

I was concerned that his emotional state would affect his heart, and I
asked him to wait and tell me later. He agreed and we let the matter drop. I
had to leave the following day, and he died before our planned rendezvous
at Christmas.



My dad did reveal the details of his experience to my mother and to a
friend, Dr. Dean Baldwin, the week prior to his death. Furthermore, in
going through his writings after death, I discovered a partially completed
description of the event, in his own handwriting. The narrative that follows
was taken from those three sources, describing a dramatic vision that he
saw the morning after his heart attack. (Remember that his physicians had
predicted he wouldn’t live through that night.) These are his approximate
words.

“It happened in the early morning hours when I was neither awake nor
asleep. I was lying there in my quiet hospital room, when I suddenly saw
the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. His identity was not immediately
revealed, but I now believe Him to have been Jesus. This was no dream, in
the classic sense. I was conscious of my circumstances, and the figure was
extremely vivid. It was apparent that I was being permitted to observe a
kind of courtroom scene—a divine proceeding—but my being there was as
an onlooker. No word was addressed to me directly. The ‘person’ was
seated and he was writing in a book. It seemed that he was considering an
extremely important issue. Then I realized it was my case he was
evaluating. The details of my life were being reviewed carefully. He
stopped writing and began to plead my case directly to God. I have never
heard such eloquent language as he described my circumstances, calling me
by name repeatedly. Then he continued to write until he came to the bottom
of the page, at which time he completed the last sentence and thrust his
hand outward in a sudden gesture. Though no words were spoken, his
motion and his countenance revealed his conclusion about my life. It said,
‘For time and eternity, he is acceptable!’”

Dr. Baldwin reports that my father was weeping openly as he described
this dramatic experience. Then he explained, with great feeling, that he was
given a concluding message of major significance, but it was too personal
to disclose. He could not even reveal it to my mother, with whom he shared
everything. We can only guess that his impending death was foreseen in
that incredible moment.



The vision then disappeared, leaving my dad in the gray, early morning
light of the hospital room. He was so deeply affected by the experience that
he made no attempt to tell anyone about it until my visit two weeks later.
Even to the time of his death, he couldn’t talk of the matter without crying.

Some would claim that my dad experienced a drug induced dream in
that hour. I don’t believe it. My father, who was not given to mystical
exaggeration, was emphatic that the vision had not been a hallucination or
imaginary event. I will leave it for the reader to decide. There is one fact,
however, of which I am certain. This man was found “acceptable” by his
Maker. He had lived by an uncompromising standard of devotion to Jesus
Christ. He had fought a good fight and kept the faith until the end.

The twenty-third Psalm promises the righteous that God will walk with
them through the valley of the shadow of death. He certainly fulfilled that
covenant on behalf of my father. And the life of this good man came to an
end, only to continue in greater glory on the other side.

The passing of my dad has changed my own view of death. I still have
an instinctual desire to live, but I no longer perceive the end of life as the
greatest of all tragedies. Now, I know I will be welcomed across the
threshold by my old friend. I’m sure he will be so excited to show me the
stars and planets and the heavenly city. I also expect him to introduce me,
face to face, to the Lord I’ve tried to serve since I was three years old.

But for now, he is gone, and I am the one who is on trial in that divine
courtroom. I am left with this prayer:

Heavenly Father, I yearn to be the kind of husband and father that
You desire of me. My highest ideal on this earth is to earn those
words of approval, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant.” I
feel so inadequate to discharge my responsibility properly, but I
know You only expect me to do the best I can, and that thought is
comforting. Thank You for the model You gave me in my father.
Help me now to perpetuate that example before Shirley and our
grown children. And though I’ve said it before, keep the circle
unbroken when we stand before Your throne.



Finally, Lord, would You also give my dad a brief message for
me. Tell him that I love him. No son ever owed his father more!
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