What’s a Father to Do?
“In the hours of quiet reflection, I wonder why there is so much of trouble and suffering almost everywhere. Our times are fraught with peril. We hear frequently quoted the words of Paul to Timothy: ‘This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come’ (2 Tim. 3:1). He then goes on to describe the conditions that will prevail I think it is plainly evident that these latter days are indeed perilous times that fit the conditions that Paul described (see 2 Tim 3:2-7).” (President Gordon B. Hinckley, Ensign, May 2004)
Perhaps in preparation for these “perilous times” the Lord declared to the Prophet Joseph Smith. “great things may be required at the hand of their fathers” (D&C 29: 48). And Malachi anticipating our day prophesied that God would “…turn the heart of the fathers to the children…” (Malachi 4: 6).  Certainly “great things” on the part of fathers is needed today and in the future as Satan wages his war on families.
President Gordon B. Hinckley tells a story of two young men who took different paths when faced with the temptations of the world. Crediting the one boy’s father for his righteous response to temptations President Hinckley says: “This is the kind of strength that will come from fathers who quietly stand before their families as ministers and witnesses of the eternal verities which, when nurtured in the home, build character in the citizens of the nation.”  (Gordon B. Hinckley, Be Thou An Example, Deseret Book, 1981)

Many of the attributes that fathers will need to create strong relationships with their children are identified in Doctrine and Covenants 121: 41-43, namely: persuasion, long-suffering, gentleness, meekness, love unfeigned, kindness, pure knowledge, guilelessness, and showing an increase of love when reproving. Indeed this scripture indicates that power or influence in a relationship can not be attained in any other way.

Elder Jeffrey R. Holland has highlighted some wonderful scriptural examples regarding the impact or influence fathers can have on their children.

“At a vulnerable moment in young Nephi’s life, his prophetic future was determined when he said, “I did believe all the words which had been spoken by my father.”
At the turning point of the prophet Enos’s life, he said it was “the words which I had often heard my father speak” which prompted one of the great revelations recorded in the Book of Mormon. 

And sorrowing Alma the Younger, when confronted by the excruciating memory of his sins, “remembered also to have heard [his] father prophesy … concerning the coming of … Jesus Christ, a Son of God, to atone for the sins of the world.” That brief memory, that personal testimony offered by his father at a time when the father may have felt nothing was sinking in, not only saved the spiritual life of this, his son, but changed forever the history of the Book of Mormon people.

In that most burdensome moment of all human history, with blood appearing at every pore and an anguished cry upon His lips, Christ sought Him whom He had always sought—His Father. “Abba,” He cried, “Papa,” or from the lips of a younger child, ‘Daddy’.”  (Ensign, May, 1999, 14. Hands of the Fathers).
 From these examples we see evidence of the vital influence fathers can have with their children. Fathers are important. 
The following poignant facts illustrate the very real influence that fathers have on their children. 
· Children in father-absent homes are five times more likely to be poor. (U.S. Census Bureau, Children’s Living Arrangements and Characteristics: March 2002, p.200-547, Table c8. Washington D.C.: GPO, 2003.
· A study of women in prison showed that more than half grew up without their father. (Snell, Tracy L. and Danielle C. Morton. Women in Prison: Survey of Prison Inmates, 1991. Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice, 1994: 4.
· 71% of pregnant teenagers come from fatherless homes. (US Department of Health & Human Services, National Center for Health Statistics, Survey on Child Health, Washington, DC, 1993).

· Children who live in a home absent their fathers are, on average, at least two to three times more likely to be poor, use drugs, experience educational, health, emotional and behavioral problems, to be victims of child abuse, and to engage in criminal behavior than their peers who live with married, parents. (Greg L. Duncan, Jeanne Brooks-Gunn & Pamela Kato Klebanov, “Economic Deprivation and Early Childhood Development”, Child Development 65 ,1994)
The “Proclamation on the Family” reminds us that fathers “are responsible to provide the necessities of life and protection for their families.” Maybe, with the above research findings in mind, these necessities are more than food and shelter. Could they also include such items as security and self-esteem? And is the protection spoken of as much from these “perilous times”  as from the ravages of nature?  Indeed, in the distant past protection was mostly in the form of physical strength and prowess—today the protection that fathers provide may be more in the form of spiritual strength and virtue. Are we as fathers prepared to do our part in defending our children from the many vices of the world? Fathers can be  guardians keeping these vices from entering into our homes.
Thus from the witnesses of the scriptures, from the voices of the prophets and apostles, and evidences from social science research there are multiple indicators that  fathers are indeed important. With this importance established, what then are fathers to do?  The following are some suggestions that may enable us to more effective fathers in these turbulent and confusing times.
1. Respect your child’s mother.
It is important to respect and support the mother of your children. Show respect in both words and actions. Never demean or murmur against her. 
Elder F. Melvin Hammond of the Seventy stated: “Considering everything else that we do, the way we treat our wives could well have the greatest impact on the character of our [children]. If a father is guilty of inflicting verbal or physical abuse in any degree on his companion, his [children] will resent him for it, perhaps even despise him for it. But interestingly enough, [his sons] when they are grown and marry, they are likely to follow the same pattern of abuse with their wives. There is an urgent need in our society for fathers who respect their wives and treat them with sweet, tender love.”  (Dad, are you awake? Liahona, Nov. 2002, 97-99)
Fathers can solidify this type of love and respect by such things as: opening doors, holding chairs, validating her opinions, and supporting her in her church callings.

The relationship between husband and wife is supreme in setting the tone for all the other relationships in the family. A parental relationship of unity, love and appreciation for each other will have an enduring effect on children from 5 to 55.
2.  Spend time with your children

How a father spends his time tells his children what is important to him. Children grow up so quickly…missed opportunities are lost forever. One can not make-up a missed tennis match, a play, a soccer game, a party, etc. When it is impossible to be there—think outside the box.  Audio or video tape the event if possible. Then re-play the video with your child—you can even fast-forward to the best parts. Have your children give you a detailed account of the missed event. One father often recorded messages on a cassette tape for his children when he had to travel away from home.  Another father, in graduate school, deferred his evening study until after the children were in bed. Taking this time for his children, sent a message of love.
Prayerfully strive for an inspired and prudent balance among the completing priorities of work, church, home, personal time and other commitments. If we do not set boundaries on our time—no one will. This struggle for balance is ongoing and requires constant vigilance. In the author’s review of research and in countless interviews with parents over the years he as never had a father tell me that he regrets having spent too much time with his children. Indeed, almost all would plead for more time if they had a second chance. 
To further attest to the power of time with children, Elder Holland has counseled:  “Of even greater concern than the physical absenteeism of some fathers is the spiritually or emotionally absent father. These are fatherly sins of omission that are probably more destructive than sins of commission. Why are we not surprised that when 2,000 children of all ages and backgrounds were asked what they appreciated most about their fathers, they answered universally, ‘He spends time with me’.”  (Hands of the Fathers, Ensign, May, 1999, 14.) 
There is no substitute for time. It needs to be given in both quantity and quality. Take time to play, laugh, work, read, pray, talk, walk, and a hundred other wonderful activities. 
3.   Earn the right to be heard—by listening
Take the time to really listen to your children. Listen to their ideas, feelings and problems. Know what they are doing, with whom they are doing it. Listen to their dreams, hopes and wishes. Find out what they are struggling with. Do not leave this to the mother alone. Really LISTEN to them. When you try to divide your attention between two activities—both activities lose your best attention and effort. For example, when you are trying to watch television and listen to your children at the same time—your child knows he or she is not getting your full attention. They feel the loss of your attention.  So…don’t just mute the TV—turn it off.  Listen when they want to talk. If you don’t adjust some of your desires to listen when they want to talk you will miss out on much of who they are and what they are doing.
Listening is the core of communication.  Be slow to judge, to fix, to lecture. Be swift to listen. It is only through listening that we learn, and what we learn through our listening can make the whole difference in the relationship.
4. Discipline with love
All children need guidance and discipline, to set reasonable limits and boundaries. Remind your children of the consequences of their actions and provide meaningful rewards for good behavior. While consequences for inappropriate behavior are necessary they can be carried out with firmness and kindness.  Name-calling, criticism, demeaning statements, yelling and other similar behaviors do not teach anything you want your child to learn. 
The following sentiment from President Joseph F. Smith may be an excellent guide to your discipline philosophy.  “Fathers if you wish your children to be taught in the principles of the gospel, … if you wish them to be obedient to and united with you, love them! Prove to them that you do love them by your every word or act to them. For your own sake, for the love that should exist between you and your boys—however wayward they might be, … when you speak or talk to them, do it not in anger; do it not harshly, in a condemning spirit. Speak to them kindly; get down and weep with them, if necessary, and get them to shed tears with you if possible. Soften their hearts; get them to feel tenderly towards you. Use no lash and no violence, but … approach them with reason, with persuasion and love unfeigned. With this means, if you cannot gain your boys and your girls, … there will be no means left in the world by which you can win them to yourselves.” (Liahona, The Elders’ Journal, 17 Oct. 1911, pp. 260-61.)  
Your love for them is a greater influence than yelling, spanking, and criticism. The more positive the relationship you have with your children the more influence you will have with them. 
5. Show Affection
Children need the security that comes from knowing they are wanted and loved by their family. Parents, especially fathers, need to feel comfortable and willing to show affection physically, verbally and through acts of service. Children have a need for affection. Showing affection is an important way to let your children know that you love them. While we must respect our children’s’ own physical boundaries our physical affection can be healing, affirmative, and reassuring. It can take many forms: a pat on the head or arm, a kiss on the cheek, a hug, an arm around the shoulder. In one family, back rubs are a frequent part of Family Home Evening.  In another family, playing Twister and ‘body spelling’ were family games that provided a chance for physical affection. Touch is a great facilitator of the bonding or attachment desired between fathers and their children.
Other expressions of affection include positive notes or letters, acts of service (shining their shoes, fixing their bike, providing their favorite food, etc.) and verbal expressions such as: I really liked what you did, thanks a lot for helping, you did a great job on that project, you know you are really good at. . . ,  etc. 
It is so tempting to comment on the negatives. While it is the more difficult response, make sure your children get three or four times more positive than negative comments.  It is worth the effort.
In today’s society with so many temptations and distracters fathers can ill afford to be emotionally distant or physically absent from our children.   The above suggestions will hopefully enable fathers to be courageous protectors—courageous enough to re-arrange schedules, to say ‘I’m sorry”, and “I love you”.  They are also meant to help us to be prudent providers—prudent enough to provide the warmth, nurturance and security that our children need. Indeed, our hearts must be turned to our children so that in turn their hearts can be turned to us as fathers. 

These suggestions are certainly not all encompassing, yet maybe they can be a catalyst to assist us all in examining our priorities and perhaps rearranging as appropriate so that we can be the fathers our children need, and the fathers we want to be, as we strive to emulate our Eternal and Heavenly Father. 
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