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Mentoring of Men in their Masculinity.

INTRODUCTION:

In the past few years, there has been an upsurge in the number of  books, articles, radio programmes and theatre about masculinity. A number of  significant Australians have written about  men’s issues commenting on aspects of sexuality, the body, fatherhood, and mentoring. The issue received even more prominence when the Federal Opposition Leader spoke about it.

A politician’s story of mentoring

In the Australian of April 29th 2004 Mr Latham “announced $5.7million of funding towards the ‘Buddy Up’ program, which  aims to get ‘dads, granddads and community leaders’ talking  to kids in schools. ‘We need to address the paucity of men in our schools to make sure that boys have got good role models, they’ve got mentors, they’ve got  men in their lives to teach them the difference between right and wrong.’ Labor wants thousands more men in our schools.”

Mr Latham spoke about the mentoring work he had done in his electorate. “I provided some  assistance for some young fellas, got them involved in a work experience program at a riding ranch in my electorate and that’s had some benefits for them.” 

A Vatican II challenge to committed  Christian men for the sake of the Kingdom:

I am taking up the challenge  spelled out by the  Vatican Council II document ‘Gaudium et Spes’ paragraph 44, which says: “With the help of the Holy Spirit, it is the task of the  entire People of God . .to hear, distinguish, and interpret the many voices of our age, and to judge them in the light of the divine Word. In this way,  revealed truth can always be more deeply penetrated, better understood, and set forth to greater advantage.” In this spirit then,  let us examine  what has become a broad topical  discussion  about   masculinity, boyhood  and mentoring.

Manhood:

In his book Manhood. Steve Biddulph, a well known Australian author offers valuable insights into how men are honestly reporting their own  attitudes and feelings about sexuality. It is a hard hitting, no punches pulled,   type of self help analysis that if taken seriously  would enable many Australian men to utilize their sexual lives in a healthier way. While I certainly do not endorse certain practices he recommends,  because they are not life giving and respectful of our bodies as ‘temples of the holy spirit’, his insights into the way we might mentor  Australian males are quite  helpful.

You and Your Father:.

Biddulph asks a far reaching question: “Where are you at with your father and older men in general? He maintains that a person’s manhood depends on this.  He writes:- “The fact is, until you reach a place where you can feel love and respect for your father and also receive the love and respect of older men you will remain a boy.”(P.40) Is what Biddulph writes  true? I don’t know but let us assume for our purposes that he is correct in his analysis.. He develops the point of connection by confidently asserting: “Every father, however much he puts on  a critical or indifferent exterior, will spend his life waiting at some deep level  to know that his son loves and respects him. Make sure you absorb this point, he says, He will spend his whole life waiting.  This is the huge power that you hold in your hands, just by virtue of being a son.”  Biddulph tells the story of how he once drove “his father to a remote beach and refused to take him home until we talked. He came through very well!!”.  Biddulph’s examples are moving but what about those who have an emotionally  distant father?”  Maybe other men jn the parish or neighbourhood, or supporters of “Courage” or a priest or a  pastor may supply a need that is father like. 

Being confortable with your own sexual identity:.

 P.68 Many men confuse sexual rejection with outright rejection of themselves and their lovability – so feel double the pain.

p.70   “Boys who succumb excessively to peer-group pressure invariably have weak or absent fathers,  and no uncles or father figures to take up the slack.”  As a community we need to spend some time on energy on encouraging men to be  role models for those  who for whatever reason have no significant healthy male role models...

p.70 Support and help from those of your own gender is essential to making you secure in your sexual identity. Very importantly: For a young man to relate to a young woman successfully he must first be comfortable with himself as a man.

p.76 “Once you are proud of your gender and sexuality you will not be afraid to risk rejection {as a man}. A very important element in same sex attraction men.

p.99” Not needing sex actually makes you much more attractive.The average man shut down to his feelings since childhood, numb and hard in his body only really feels alive when he is having sex. Sex is the only opening to his inner body.  The problem may go deeper still. Lacking adequate fathering, he has never really unbonded from his mother. He has simply transferred his mother-needs onto his wife. So as well as a loss of sex, he experiences a loss of love at an infantile level.”  For an increasing number of Australian males, divorced and separated or even not involved intimately with their wives this  avenue is lost too!!! I wonder if this is a reason for an increase in pornography. 

Given the nature of these challenging comments what should we do? I am searching for answers, but in good faith I will propose some remedies that you can reflect on  and pray about.

Christian principles for masculinity; maturation, and healthy development of manhood:

How can I now be faithful to the principles contained in article 44 of Gaudium et Spes in dealing with the points Biddulph makes?  Ultimately it is our response according to the Holy Spirit and to the principles and ideals of family life. It is by living a wholistic life that incorporates the   moral, social, psychological and emotional  parts of us and living by spiritual truths  which will enable us to be truly masculine. In this article I will deal with the spiritual, not the psychological elements of masculinity. There are enough writers eg David Tacey, R.W.Connell and Don Edgar to name just a small number of Australian authors in the field, who can provide this.

Holiness brings wholeness to whomever we are. By being true to who we are and yearning to be committed to God ‘s reign will bring about eventual maturation.  

A Brother helped is like a strong city (Proverbs 18:19 RSV):
The December 1980 article in Pastoral Renewal entitled “Men’s relationship with God” highlights how we may develop masculine spirituality by building on certain characteristics. 

1. Men selling   out for God and committing all their strength and talents to the Lord’s service.

2. Personal loyalty to the Lord, for his cause and his people despite opposition and hardship.

3. A sober assessment of his own strengths and  abilities, with a realistic understanding of one’s own weaknesses compared to God. Not having an over concentration on his own emotional and psychological weaknesses and needs, but possessing a confident faith that God stands behind him because he is  his son and servant. NB  2 Cor 12.9 “My grace is enough for your weakness..”  

4. Viewing prayer not primarily from the viewpoint of the strength he derives from it but as his means of offering God the worship and praise of which he is worthy. 

5. A fighting spirit, zeal for God’s ways echoing Ignatius of Loyola, that   everything be done for the greater glory of God

6. Brotherhood with other Christian  men marked by mutual commitment to the  Lord, love, respect and affection.

7. Obedience to the Lord and those in authority.

If we practised these characteristics and developed them as virtuous habits we would be a strong city for our brothers and everyone else. A strong citadel of hope, love, faith and inspiration.

These approaches are  just a beginning approach to  manly spirituality-  As opposed to a concentration on emotional vulnerability

A Mens Group -  Belonging/Identity:

I am in a mens group that meets three times a month, for prayer, sharing, fellowship the occasional social event  While  we are being for one another we do have an outward focus and intention. (Being missionary of heart) The coming together of men is absolutely fundamental for the growth of masculinity. A healthy group of men sharing about their aspirations, their journeying with God , their attempt to live holy lives and basically encouraging one another to live a life in Christ and developing  a prayer life and worship is a tremendously  masculine thing to do and is very challenging. Yet tremendously rewarding, See the innumerable examples of the founders of Religious Orders and the  founders of some of the  Ecclesial Movements. 

We need the “tribal” rites and routine from time to time..  However  I’m not talking about the type of bonding sessions footballers may have. We do not need alcohol, nor pornography, nor illicit sex to endorse our manhood  or build up our God given masculinity. 

Conclusion:  What is Mentoring:

Mentoring is really twofold:-

It is saying to the man that ‘you have potential and it is worth my while spending time with you’ Mark  Latham spoke about spending time with the ‘fellas’ and giving them suggestions about right and wrong. Mentoring is saying to the man ‘you lack nothing essential.’ It is also laying down the ground rules about the way men act in certain ways in a particular group. The question of masculinity may arise for a man when for some reason he doubts that he belongs among men. For those men alienated from their fathers there often  is a lack of confidence about their identity.  The man who has been successfully initiated into a group usually has less doubts about his masculinity than those who for one reason or another have failed to make it in a group. 

However there is Hope.  God does heal, does restore, does provide other men, holy men for the task at hand. It is a time for other Christian men to be involved and be responsible for our brothers in this case.

A Prayer from Saint Paul which can be used by all men to grow in holiness and maturity: 

“Let love be genuine, hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with brotherly affection, outdo one another in showing honour. Never flag in zeal, be aglow with the Spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in your hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints, practice hospitality.” (Romans 12: 9-11) 

Courage Articles that complement this topic:

Article  7 – June 2001            “Courage: A Journey of Hope and Heroism” 

Article 11 - September 2002 “The Sexual Urge and Chastity

Article 13 – February 2003    “Pornography”

Article 16 – August 2003       “Same Sex Unions”

Article 18 – December 2003   “Brotherhood and Friendship”

Article 20 – April 2004           “The Body” 
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