Fatherhood in the Society and in the Church



FATHERHOOD IN OUR CONTEXT TODAY
(A LENT OF HOPE)






LENTEN PASTORAL
Ash Wednesday, 5th March 2025






By
Most Rev. Augustine T. Ukwuoma
Catholic Bishop of Orlu





TABLE OF CONTENTS
INTRODUCTION
CHAPTER ONE
LENT 2025: LENT OF HOPE AND THEME OF ‘FATHERHOOD’
1.1 A Lent of Hope (Jubilee Year of Hope)
1.2	The Theme of ‘Fatherhood’
1.3	Who is a Father?
CHAPTER TWO
BIBLICAL METAPHOR OF GOD AS FATHER
2.1	Fatherhood of God in the Old Testament
2.2	New Testament: Jesus, His Father and Us
2.3	What the ‘Father’ Metaphor Says of God
CHAPTER THREE
IN PRAISE OF THE FATHERS: PILLAR, PROTECTOR, PROVIDER…..
3.1	Duties and Roles of the Father in the Family
3.1.1	Provision
3.1.2	Protection
3.1.3	Decision 
3.1.4	Attention
3.1.5	Education and Training: Heritage not just Inheritance
3.1.6	Correcting and Being Role Model
3.1.7	Nurturing Emotional Stability
3.1.8	The Father as the Head of the Family Cult
3.1.9	The Father and their Male (and also Female) Children
3.2	Absence of a Father-figure
CHAPTER FOUR
THE CHRISTIAN FATHER
4.1	Unfortunate Evolutions in Family Structure
4.2	The Christian Father Today
4.2.1	A Christian
4.2.2	Modelling God the Father
4.2.3	For the Christian Father, the Marriage Covenant is a Sacrament
4.2.4	The Priest of the Domestic Church; Holy Family as Model
4.3	Call to Sainthood: Christian Father Models
4.4	No Hope is Lost
CHAPTER FIVE
CHALLENGES TO FATHERHOOD IN OUR CONTEXT 
AND PASTORAL ADMONITIONS
5.1	Challenges to Fatherhood in the Modern Times
5.1.1	Economic, Social Realities and the feminization of the male gender

5.1.2	Societal Influence
5.1.3	Generation Gaps
5.1.4	Coping with Novelties
5.1.5	The Igbo Father and Dynamics of Domestic Roles
5.2	Pastoral Admonitions
5.2.1	The Christian Men Organisation (CMO)
5.2.2	Fathers’ Day Celebrations
5.2.3	The Ezinna, Nnaoma di Ebube, Nna Okwukwe, Golden Father… Titles
5.2.4	Let Fathers Lead at Family Prayers
5.2.5	Let Fathers be Vehicles of Culture and Traditional Human Values 
5.2.6	Priests and Father-figures? 

CONCLUSION
Prayer to Saint Joseph




INTRODUCTION
To
My Beloved Brothers in the Priesthood,
Cherished Religious Men and Women,
Dearest Members of Christ’s Faithful,
All Men and Women of Goodwill in the Diocese,
My Brothers and Sisters – 
Especially Fathers,

Welcome to the holy season of Lent which ultimately leads to the Easter season; both seasons which we call the Paschal Season. We thank God for the graceful offer of this holy season, and for all the ceremonies within it intended for our sanctification. 
I am very happy to address you all this Lenten Pastoral of 2025. I do this first of all in thanksgiving to God, through Christ in the Holy Spirit, that we are privileged again to undergo this rigorous and heart-uplifting season of grace. 
I look back and thank God for the graces and blessings bestowed on our diocese in the course of the year, especially since after the beginning of Lent/Paschal season of last year. I would only want to mention few of the myriad of blessings.
Last year, we recorded a significant step and growth in our diocese as we were blessed with an Auxiliary Bishop, Most Rev. Thomas Obiatuegwu. I cannot thank God enough for the gift of a member of the college of bishops, a successor of the Apostles, to help me in the shepherding role He entrusted to me. I also cannot thank the Priests, Religious and Lay Faithful enough for their co-operation in seeing all the processes and consecration of the Auxiliary Bishop to its successful end. I also thank the Auxiliary Bishop himself for his generous acceptance of the enormous task the Lord has placed on his shoulder, and for the manifold ways he has been helping me in the discharge of my duties.
Last year, in the month of August, our diocese hosted the Owerri Ecclesiastical Provincial Bishops’ Meeting. It was a successful meeting with a lot of fruitful discussions. The presence of many bishops (this time of the province) once more on our soil was a blessing to the whole of the diocese.
Last two years (2023) was the 40th anniversary of my priestly ordination and the 15th anniversary of my Episcopal ordination. A lot of activities continued postponing the modest celebration we planned in thanksgiving for this grace. To God’s glory, we were able to celebrate a Thanksgiving Mass for it in the context of my pastoral visit to my home parish, St. Patrick’s Parish Amucha, on the Feast of Epiphany, 5th January, 2025. I thank the whole diocese for the participation.
We thank God for the gift of the many vocations to the priesthood, to the religious life, for the many Baptisms, First Communions, Confirmations, Marriages, and all other sacraments celebrated in our diocese. We are grateful for the developments and giant strides recorded in the apostolate, in the diocese, in the parishes, within the organizations, statutory bodies and sodalities. Long live the Faith!
And we thank God that He continues to hear our plea to totally render our diocese secure, and to restore peace and security to give us ennobling atmosphere to worship Him and witness to His love in our society.
Our Lenten Pastoral this year – Lent of Hope – bearing from the Jubilee Year of Hope, takes up the theme of Fatherhood in the Society today. As usual, I call on the entire diocese, pastors, priests, religious and lay persons, organisations, associations and sodalities, to join me in this reflection and to further it in the different parishes, organizations and associations. Our goal is to strengthen the Fathers, both in the society and in the Church, so that they may more and more reflect the image of our Heavenly Father who creates, sustains, provides, teaches, and secures us.


CHAPTER ONE
LENT 2025: LENT OF HOPE AND THEME OF ‘FATHERHOOD’

1.1	A Lent of Hope (Jubilee Year of Hope)
During Christmas season, we normally say or sing ‘bells are ringing’. Remember the ‘Jingle Bells, Jingle Bells, Jingle all the Way’, one of the most popular Christmas songs written by James Lord Pierpont, even though originally it had no connection to Christmas, and was published first under the title ‘The One Horse Open Sleigh’ in September 1857. During Lent on the contrary, bells are not popular. The hymns are rather those calling us to sorrow and not to merriment: ‘Be Still my Soul’, ‘When I Survey the Wondrous Cross’, ‘O Cross of Christ, Immortal Tree’ etc. In fact, towards the end of the Lenten season, the Church’s liturgical rubrics prohibit the ringing of bells for almost three days, and in many traditions, the use of musical instruments is also disallowed except as an accompaniment to aid the music. Some local traditions do not even allow drum beating and other musical instruments all through the Lenten season. During Lent rather, instead of the sound of bells, we hear the sound of dirge and lamentations: osiso mme na obi nwute (translatable as ‘bloody sweat and heartbreak’). The call is a penitential summons. We are called to repentance, to ashes, to sackcloth and to sorrow for our sins in remembrance of this:
“Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. And after fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. And the tempter came and said to him, ‘if you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread…’” (Matt. 4:1ff).
However, it must be recalled that lamentation and sorrow are not the last word. It is hopeful lamentation. The call for ashes is for the purpose of purification and cleansing. Sorrow leads to joy, as Good Friday leads to Easter.
This is the reason why the egg remains a traditional popular symbolic image of Easter. The egg represents the budding of a hidden life, a new life. It is springtime. Nature attests to this also. The period of Lent towards Easter coincides with nature’s season of spring. The rains had already begun to fall weeks earlier to drench the soil. Trees that had shed their leaves during the period of winter and harmattan begin to sprout new and fresh leaves. The greenery becomes lush once more. Beautiful flowers colour the atmosphere. Here in our context, people head to the farms to cultivate their food for the future because the rains are finally there, and life can sprout and grow once more. Life can and must continue. The future promises hope, the future is of life and not of death.
This perspective of Lent regarding hope and life blends perfectly with the atmosphere in the universal Church in 2025 which is a Jubilee Year. Hope is the theme of the Jubilee year. It is Jubilee Year of Hope as declared by the Holy Father, Pope Francis.
A little about the Jubilee tradition in the Church as a reminder to many, and as information to others! The tradition of Jubilee comes to us from our Jewish forebears. It has its biblical basis in a command in Leviticus 25. It was an event celebrated every fifty years as the year following seven cycles of seven years, in each of which, the seventh or sabbatical year was a year during which the land was left fallow, slaves were freed, and debts cancelled. It would begin by the sounding of the horn, a ram’s horn, ‘the shofar’, the trumpet of proclamation, not for merriment, but for restoration of the land to its original state of non-defacement, to renewal. It also was a time to recognize that everything belongs to God. 
“And you shall hallow the fiftieth year and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants… you shall return, every one of you, to your property and every one of you to your family” (Lev. 25:10). 
It was a year of emancipation of slaves and restoration of lands. In Hebrew thought, the nation of Israel is viewed as a divinely ordained distribution of tribal lands. “The earth and all it contains belongs to God” (Psa. 24:1), and the nation of Israel is Yahweh’s special possession. 
For Western (Latin) Christians, ‘Ordinary’ Jubilees occur every twenty-five years and are times of pilgrimage and renewal. A Great Jubilee was celebrated in 2000 during the pontificate of Saint Pope John Paul II, and an Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy was declared by Pope Francis in 2015-2016. 
In May 2024, through the Papal Bull of Indiction, Spes non confundit (Hope Does not Disappoint), Pope Francis officially promulgated 2025 as a Jubilee Year. Beginning with the official opening of the Holy Door at Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome on December 24, 2024, the Jubilee Year kicked off in individual dioceses around the world on the Feast of the Holy Family, December 28/29, 2024. The Jubilee’s theme, ‘Pilgrims of Hope’, invites the faithful to journey together in renewing trust in God’s promises and embracing a future filled with hope. In the words of Pope Francis,
 “In the heart of each person, hope dwells as the desire and expectation of good things to come, despite our not knowing what the future might bring…. May the Jubilee be an opportunity to be renewed in hope”!
This Jubilee Year of Hope (2025) is therefore a sacred time designated by the Roman Catholic Church to inspire spiritual renewal, deepen faith, foster mercy, forgiveness, and unity among people. It encourages individuals and communities to reflect on their role as bearers of hope, working towards a world grounded in love, reconciliation, and solidarity. 
What am I trying to say? If there is a time most appropriate to foster renewal, forgiveness and mercy, it is the season of Lent. The Lenten season is a season most appropriate for this reawakening of hope. The logo for this Jubilee Year of hope speaks volumes. One sees icons representing a group of people (pilgrims), of different colours (definitely symbolic) trooping towards the cross to embrace it. The cross of Christ is our hope. “…By his wounds we have been healed” (Isa. 53:5). 
I could thus be bold to assert that the Lenten season this year is at the apex of this Jubilee Year of Hope. Lent symbolizes the invitation to grace, reconciliation, and renewal. All members of the community are encouraged to consider making a pilgrimage during the year to embrace the theme, “Pilgrims of Hope”. 
And what is more? If we are called to embrace hope by being followers of Christ, we are all the more in need of hope, being in Nigeria and in our present circumstances. Who ever thought in the last two to three years that the economic situation could degenerate to this level? Who could ever have thought that petrol would be sold at over a thousand Naira and people would still be moving around? Who could ever have thought that the price of food items could be so high, and yet we all have not died of hunger? How could we still be moving about with the spate of insecurity, kidnappings, killings, banditry, careless deaths that have tarnished the image of the country as a whole? And the most delicate is: Who knows the future? This is why the Christian armour is an amour of hope; waiting, watching and working patiently in the sure conviction that the God of Providence is in charge of affairs and that all things would work unto good eventually for them who love God (cf. Rom. 8:28). Pope Francis, in his proclamation of the Jubilee, emphasizes the importance of looking to the future with faith and resilience, stating:
“We must fan the flame of hope that has been given us, and help everyone to gain new strength and certainty by looking to the future with an open spirit, a trusting heart, and far-sighted vision.”
1.2	The Theme of ‘Fatherhood’
Last year the theme of my Lenten Pastoral, which is often the theme proposed for reflection for the diocese for the entire pastoral year, was on the youth and dangers of fetishism and return to idol worship. A Chapter in that Lenten Pastoral was devoted to ‘Pastoral Admonitions’. While I had words for pastors and theologians for balanced theology, for the government to offer the youth the correct perspective and prospects, for the youth to think things through etc, I emphasized the role of families and parents to show direction to the youths. I would want, in this year’s Letter, to address a very important, in fact the most important section of the family – the fathers – in this role in mentoring the children and the youth. Religion and society are usually the targets of my Lenten Pastorals. Fathers are both the leaders of the miniature society and religious leaders in the measure in which the family is the primary cell of the society and the domestic Church. An extract of the Letter reads:
“Family is everything. The training of children in the family remains the fundamental basis of good society. Parental examples, going to Church in families, family prayers (rosary in common), etc are all ways traditional Christian and Catholic families trained their children. ‘Train the child in the way that he should go, and when he is old, he will not depart from it’ (Prov. 22:6). This old saying has not become obsolete. Parental role, especially concerning the supervision of the kids, cannot be substituted even by the school. Experiences have shown that no matter the influences the young man or woman will have later in life, a little of conscience, a little of the fear of God, a little of decency that he acquired from the family will continue prompting him in life to pause and to rethink. It will continue to be guiding light in moments of crises. When a child does not have this family bulwark, he remains an easy prey to any wind of doctrine and suggestion in the future” (Trusting God in Time of Hardship: Recent Attraction to Idolatry and Fetishism not the Solution to our Problem. The Youth Particularly. Lenten Pastoral 2024, Orlu, N-Trinity Press, p. 82).
Concerning families and their roles towards the future of the society and the Church, fathers stand at the centre. 
Interestingly, fathers or the father-figure has a special significance in the Paschal event which we re-enact in Lent and Easter. The prophet Isaiah says: “The father makes known to the children your faithfulness” (Isa. 38:19). In the Jewish religious culture, the gathering for the evening celebration of the Passover provides an occasion for the youngest child to ask the question as to what is happening. Then the father would seize the opportunity to update the new generation on all that had to do with the dealings of God with their forefathers, the Passover feast, the redemption from Egypt and the command for the annual celebration of the Passover. With that, the new generation will be updated, and will know how they came up to where they were. With such practice, the story chain will never be broken for generations. “Ask your elders and they will tell you” (Deut. 32:7). The father is therefore a key personality in the Paschal event.
1.3	Who is a Father? 
In English dictionaries, the entry ‘father’ has many possible meanings. As noun, it first of all refers to a man in relation to his child or children: “Mr. Obi is the father of Ada”. Here, synonyms are, ‘begetter’, ‘patriarch’, ‘paterfamilias’, ‘dad’, ‘daddy’, in our Igbo language, ‘nna’, ‘papa’, ‘mpa’.  In this sense, it includes, ‘a male animal in relation to its offspring’. When rendered in the plural ‘fathers’, it may connote ancestors, forefather, forebear, progenitor. ‘Father’ may also mean an important male figure in the origin and early history of something: for example, “he is considered to be the father of modern philosophy”. In this sense, it means originator, initiator, founder, founding father, etc. ‘Father’ may also mean a man who provides care and protection; for example, in the sentence, “king A is widely regarded as the father of the nation”. In another sense, it connotes the principal or oldest member or doyen of a society of a body, which implies, leader, elder, patriarch. In Christian belief and literature, the ‘Father’ is the first person of the Trinity (God). By derivation, it became often a title or form of address for a Catholic priest. “Bless me, father”. In Christian literature, it also refers to early Christian theologians, in particular of the first five centuries whose writings are regarded especially as authoritative; thus the ‘Fathers of the Church’. 
As a verb, ‘to father’, relating to a man, means to cause a pregnancy resulting in the birth of a child; as in the sentence “the man fathered five children”. It also means to treat with the protective care associated with a father or to be the source or originator of something, as in “a culture which has fathered half the popular music in the world”. Finally, to father someone or something, may also mean to assign the paternity of a child or responsibility for a book, idea, or action to somebody as in “a collection of traditional stories was fathered on him”.
The concept of fatherhood finds its more comfortable place in the context of the family, even though ‘father’ goes beyond family. In the context of the family, generally the father refers to the biological male parent of a human being, a leading male, who is head over the members of his household comprising people (wife or wives and children, sometimes the clan), animals and property. Ordinarily, a person is regarded as a father when he is a male person and a biological parent of a person(s). A father is the main authority in the house with various responsibilities such as the protection of the family and making sure the family follows cultural practices. The mother is a key to nurturing the children, organizing the home etc. Children are viewed as blessings issuing from the union; blessings not only to the family, but for the continuation of its lineage and for the continuation of the society. 
While discussing ‘fathers’ in our Church and society, we do not forget to include what is often normally referred to as father-figures. A ‘father-figure’ is usually a man to whom a person looks up and whom he regards as a father. A father-figure is usually an older man, normally one with authority, or capacity, with whom one can identify on a deeply psychological level and towards whom one feels and generates emotions as one’s biological father. The APA Concise Dictionary of Psychology defines father-figure as “a substitute for a person’s biological father, who performs typical paternal functions and serves as an object of identification and attachment”. Father-figures may include adoptive fathers, stepfathers, elder brothers, teachers, uncles, guardians, grandfathers, priests, family friends like parents’ friends, role models, mentors, supervisors, employees or trainers, elders, traditional rulers, counsellors, persons of public trust (like the police), masters to apprentices, what our people refer to as oga and all who have privileged positions to influence the future generation.


CHAPTER TWO
BIBLICAL METAPHOR OF GOD AS FATHER

God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The concept of God as Father is a central theme in Christian theology, deeply rooted in both the Old and New Testaments. To understand the metaphor of the father in the Bible, one has to go through the presentation of the family in the pages of the Bible.
2.1	Fatherhood of God in the Old Testament
In the Old Testament, what is seen as family is broader than what contemporary Western understanding and modernity has made of it. In fact, it is closer to our own Igbo understanding. The terms that would refer to family in the Old Testament portend wider realities. Shevet would denote social groupings of various types and can conventionally refer to tribe, and to ethnic origins. Bet ab (literally house of the father) and mishpaha are sometimes translated as family. They could either mean a nuclear family consisting of parents and children, living together in the same home (cf. Gen. 50:7-8) or a wider grouping, comprising one or two generations of close relatives (cf. Gen. 7:1; 14:14). They can also refer to simply relatives (e.g. Gen. 24:38; 1 Kings 12:19; Isa. 5:7). They may further refer to a clan, a wider group of relatives (e.g. Num. 27:8-11; Judg. 18:11). The functions or relevance of the family were the traditional concerns common to all cultures prior to the emergence of our nuclear industrial family. These roles, of course, revolve first and foremost around the father. 
In the Old Testament, the attestation of the fatherhood of God to Israel is seen in all the three parts of the Hebrew Scriptures: the Pentateuch, the Prophets and the Writings (TaNak). This understanding shapes the believer’s relationship with God, emphasizing His role as a loving, caring, and authoritative figure.
Since the people of God, Israel, is the family of God, God is portrayed as a Father in a metaphorical sense in few occasions in the Old Testament, but the idea is better developed in the New Testament in the mouth of Christ. The reason for this paucity of the metaphor of ‘father’ in the Old Testament may have been because in the ancient Near East, the same metaphor is prevalent in various fertility religions, and it carries heavy sexual overtones. Non-Jewish peoples and neighbouring nations recognized the existence of divine father-figures, as we see for example from the name Jupiter (‘Father Jove’). If God is Father, then has he a wife? Has he biological children as the pagan gods had? That is why many Christians believe that calling the Creator God, ‘Father,’ is a New Testament phenomenon because Jesus taught us to address God as father. Some have the impression of a distant God in the Old Testament. But God is called Father, even a Husband to Israel, and sometimes too Mother.
Acknowledging God as ‘Father’ is a recurring depiction of the close relationship between the Creator and His people. It is frequently stated in the Old Testament. Israel was and is His beloved family. The fatherhood of God to Israel is usually expressed in a covenant context. Consider, for example, the words of Moses: “You are the sons of the Lord your God … For you are a people holy to the Lord your God, and the Lord has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth (Deut. 14:1-2). In another context, Moses interrogates the people: “Is this the way you repay the Lord, you foolish and unwise people? Is he not your Father, your Creator, who made you and formed you”? (Deut. 32:6).
In the prophets it becomes very explicit: “You are our Father, though Abraham does not know us and Israel does not acknowledge us; you, O Lord, are our Father, our Redeemer from old is your name” (Isa. 63:16-17). It is a bait to ask for forgiveness from God: “O Lord, you are our Father; we are the clay and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand. Be not so terribly angry, O Lord, and remember not iniquity forever” (Isa. 64:8-9; cf. 63:16). God Himself is comfortable with the address: “I said, ‘Thou shalt call me, My father; and shalt not turn away from me’” (Jer. 3:19). “They shall come with weeping, and with supplications will I lead them: I will cause them to walk by the rivers of waters in a straight way, wherein they shall not stumble: for I am a father to Israel…” (Jer. 31:9; see also Jer. 3:4, 9). Malachi confronts the people with these searching words concerning the implication of the fatherhood of God: “A son honours his father, and a servant his master: if then I be a father, where is my honour”? (Mal. 1:6), and “Have we not all one father? Hath not one God created us? (Mal. 2:10). The Psalms depict God as a merciful father: “As a father shows compassion to his children, so the Lord shows compassion to those who fear him (Psa. 103:13, see also Psa. 68:5; 89:26).” And Prov. 3:12 says: For whom the Lord loves he corrects even as a father the son in whom he delights”.
2.2	New Testament: Jesus, His Father and Us
Jesus, along with the New Testament writers, did not invent the idea of God as Father. Instead, they built and enlarged upon the wonderful thought of having such a loving Creator, who was willing to call His creation ‘His children’. With Jesus in the New Testament, the teaching on the fatherhood of God takes a serious turn, with deep personalisation, and further inviting his believers and followers to share in his intimate relationship with the Father.
In the first place, Jesus addressed God as Father to reveal the intimate relationship with God, giving a clear window to his essence in the Oneness of God and to his Person as the second in the Trinity. To underscore this unique relationship, statements like these were rife in the mouth of Jesus: “He who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30). On many occasions, Jesus however either spoke to his Father or referred to Him in ways that make it clear that the Father is a different Person. We remember his words on the cross: “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34) and “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 23:46). Here, there is no doubt that he was talking to another person and not to himself. 
However, calling God his Father was not received smoothly. This assertion first occurred in the context of a debate about the Sabbath day of rest where Jesus claimed that it was proper for him to perform healings on the Sabbath because, in his words: “My Father is working until now, and I am working” (John 5:17). By saying that, Jesus associated his own ministry with the work of the Father and this antagonized his fellow Jews. The Gospel gave that as the reason why they sought to kill him, because he was not only breaking the Sabbath, but was even calling God his own Father which is tantamount to claiming equality with God (cf. John 5:18).
Decisively, Jesus proved that he was not making empty claims. The New Testament shows he had the authority of the Father to say the things he said and to do the things he did. An example was when he proved to a doubting audience in Mark’s Gospel that he had the power to forgive sins; a power his audience knew belonged to God alone (cf. Mark 2:6-12). This again proved his critics right in a way that in calling God his Father, he was claiming equality with God. Yes, Father and Son share the same nature, being different not in the quality of being, but in the functioning of their relationship. The Son is in the world to do the will of the Father (cf. John 6:37-39). 
After establishing this identity with the Father with all its distinctions, ‘Father’ became the favourite term for addressing God by Jesus. Jesus used it some sixty-five times in the Synoptic Gospels and then over one hundred times in John alone. The Aramaic term which Jesus used, ‘Abba’, is translated in Greek as pater. Abba is understood as a very intimate term used by people in the context of a family to address their father. Jesus’ use of ‘the Father’ emphasizes His intimate and unique relationship with God, which is central to His identity and mission. 
Jesus taught his disciples to address God as Father. In Matthew 6:9, he instructs his disciples to pray, “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be Your name”, thereby introducing the Lord’s Prayer and emphasizing the personal and communal nature of God’s fatherhood. But it was not only a way to address God; it was the way. In their prayers, they were to say, “Father, hallowed be your name” (Luke 11:2). Even though in the ‘Our Father’ we address God with the plural possessive adjective ‘our’, yet in many occasions Jesus underscored the difference in his relationship with the father and ours. In many other instances, as in John 20:17, there is the distinction between “my God” and “your God”, and in Matthew 5:16, 45, 48; 6:1; 7:21; 10:32-33, Jesus refers to “your” (singular and plural) and “my” father but not “our” father. 
Borrowing from Jesus, the whole of the New Testament also emphasizes the fatherhood of God. Because Jesus used the title Abba, even the Greek speaking Gentile churches in Galatia and Rome continued to use the title for God. Some passages give the correct indication that the Apostles recognize the unique sonship that Jesus enjoys with regard to the Father and the special sonship of his followers by adoption. The Apostle Paul assures true Christians that we may also call God our Abba Father and receive solace and grace (cf. Rom. 8:1, 5; Gal. 4:6). 
St. Paul described God as Father for more than 40 times, occurring in blessings (cf. Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:3), doxologies (cf. Rom. 15:6), thanksgivings (cf. 2 Cor. 1:3; 1 Thess. 1:2-3), prayers (cf. Col. 1:12), exhortations (cf. Eph. 5:20) and creeds (cf. 1 Cor. 8:6; Eph. 4:6). Paul often refers to “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 15:6; 2 Cor. 1:3; 11:31) showing that his accent on the fatherhood of God is not so much about his role in creation, but rather, his role in the redemption and reconciliation made possible in Jesus Christ. Thus St. Paul emphasizes the theology of adoption hence “it is through Christ that grace and peace have resulted and we have become God’s children” (Rom. 8:12-16; cf. 1 Pet. 1:3-4; 1 John 3:1). Paul further elaborates on this relationship in Romans 8:15 when he reasons: “For you did not receive a spirit of slavery that returns you to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father’”! This passage highlights the transformative power of the believer’s relationship with God, who moves from fear and enters into a familial union characterized by love and closeness.
During the period of the Trinitarian controversies in the early Church, some misinterpreted the verses where Jesus identified himself with the Father (for example, “I and the Father are one”) as meaning that Jesus was himself the Father, merely appearing on earth in disguise. Such a view was rejected. The earliest Church councils tried to distinguish the different Persons in the Trinity, and would always affirm: “I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth”. This reflects the Trinitarian understanding of God, where the Father is the first person of the Trinity, distinct yet one with the Son and the Holy Spirit. Christian churches all over the globe over the centuries have prayed together “Our Father who art in heaven, Hallowed by thy name”.
2.3	What the ‘Father’ Metaphor Says of God
The metaphor of God as Father in the Old Testament, his relationship with Christ and ultimately with us as His adopted children (brothers and sisters of Christ) reveals a lot of truths of our faith. First, God is Creator and Sustainer. God as Father is a profound acknowledgment of His role as Creator and Sustainer. The father of all creation is the One who keeps everything in being. By being Creator of all, God’s authority is sovereign. Paul describes him as “One God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all” (Eph. 4:6). If God is Creator, His fatherhood is marked by his love and compassion for His children. Citing Psalm 113 again, “As the father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him” (v. 13). The love and compassion of God is so deep that often it is expressed even in feminine terms.
God does not end in creating, sustaining and loving us. As a Father, he provides and protects. Jesus puts this quality of God in a very sharp context when he reassures his follows of the sure providence of God: “Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat’? or ‘What shall we drink’? or ‘What shall we wear’? For the pagans strive after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them” (Matt. 6:31-31). 
In providing for us, God at the same time guides and disciplines us; an aspect that is important for spiritual growth and maturity. The Letter to the Hebrews says: “Endure suffering as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father”? (Heb. 12:7). 
By implication then, understanding God as Father has profound implications for believers and especially those who share in His fatherhood. This understanding provides a sense of belonging and security to believers, assuring them of their identity as children of God. The fatherhood of God also therefore calls believers, especially fathers, to reflect His character in their own lives, striving to emulate His love, compassion, and righteousness.


CHAPTER THREE
IN PRAISE OF THE FATHERS: PILLAR, PROTECTOR, PROVIDER…..

Fathers unarguably play a vital role in the family. Fatherhood is not just a position but a responsibility. There are many approaches to take on the role of the father in the family. The first approach, before mentioning specific roles, is to go the axis of the family. If the family is the bedrock of the society, and, so to say, the society in miniature, then it is better to look at the father from the prism of the many aspects that make the society functional. For the society to function well, there has to be a good government, it has to have good schools, it has to have good hospitals, good economic system, good security system, good religious orientation etc. In this instance, we can as well see the father as the governor, the teacher, the doctor, the bread winner, the protector, even the religious leader of the family. When these aspects of the family function well, definitely, the society will be in good shape. In summary, we can say: The father governs, represents and speaks on behalf of the family. It is his responsibility to cultivate, grow, and develop the family wealth and resources. He serves as teacher to members of the family. He serves as the spiritual leader of his household. It is the father’s responsibility to lead by example, correct deviant members of the family when they go wrong, and provide for the needs of his household. Fathers have been lauded, and rightly too, as the pillars, protectors, providers and heroes of their families. 
3.1	Duties and Roles of the Father in the Family
3.1.1	Provision
This is one of (if not) the most primary duties of the father in the family. Some dictionaries assert that the word father is derived from Middle English feeder. The society has placed this role majorly on the father; to secure and establish a home for the family, provide necessities, sponsor academics, take care of health bills etc. Even if economic realities today do not place this duty only on the shoulder of the father in many cases, it seems that even when any other family member takes up this responsibility wilfully or due to the father’s incapacity or unavailability, such a person is still viewed as an aid or complement to the father, hence you would hear, “s/he is playing the father role”. In Igbo traditional understanding, some wives who may have become the principal breadwinner of the family are so courteous and respectful to do that in a way that the honour goes back to the husband. Many wives would discretely give the school fees to the husband who hands it over directly to the children without the kids knowing that it was from their mother.  We say in igbo “Nwanyi gbata egbe n’ibe, obuye diya” which means if a woman secures a gun as a colleterial she gives it to her husband.  In this way a wife is helping the husband retain his dignity without which he can’t gain the respect of the children. 
In the modern dispensation, even when marriages are dissolved, the duties of a father to the child are not obliterated. The father is still compelled by the court to make a provision for the maintenance of the child or children, sometimes to be paid to the single mother. This is still what is lacking in Igbo traditional set-up where some men easily abandon their children and their mother to their fate without legal consequences and formal traditional means of redressing, even if the child is still traditionally regarded as belonging to the father’s family and kin. 
It is my intention to mention a phenomenon in our traditional context that is worth addressing. Many fathers and breadwinners of the family do not think of provision for their family in the eventual case of their absence, especially at death. It has often happened that some men are called to their Creator and their wives and children cannot access their property or estate. Some go as far as hiding what they have from their wives, because they suspect that knowing their financial strength, their wives would constantly drain their treasures by constant demands and so will be reduced to bankruptcy. But it is nevertheless to be regretted that a wife and children would be suffering untold want because their husband could not reveal what he had while he was alive and left no formal will to their favour in writing.
3.1.2	Protection
It is the duty of the father to protect the family. Protection here includes protecting the life of the family by reasonable means against physical, socio-economic threat, harm or otherwise. This extends to protection of the interest of the family which could be manifest through decision making and otherwise. This duty to protect seems to be encompassing all other duties.
When a father pays the hospital bill for the wife or children for example, he is protecting the family. However, this duty to protect is wider in scope. He must try to prevent disease and not just pay the bills when they are sick. He has to put in place a safe and healthy environment, get interested to know when a family member needs medical attention. In deciding where to live or in securing a home, he should first of all think of the safety of all and procure a place safe for habitation. People normally consider the neighbourhood, take security measures seriously and obey rules for putting up a house; rules ensuring safety from electric shock or escape route for emergency for example. The standard of operations in the home must the safe.   The Church presents St. Joseph as the model for fathers as the preface for the feast of St. Joseph details:
               ‘For this just man was given by you as spouse
                To the Virgin Mother of God and set as a wise and faithful
                Servant in charge of your household to watch like a father 
                 over your Only Begotten Son’
The igbo translation is more appropriate 
                  “Obu nwoke onye eziomume I nyere 
                  Vejin Nne nke Chukwu ka O buru Di Ya
                   Burukwa nwodibo kwesiri ntukwasiobi, anya ruru ala
                  I mere ka oburu isi Ezinaulo Gi
                  Ka Onwee ike na-echekwaba dika nna
                 So otu Nwa Gi a turu ime Ya site n’ike nke Mmuo Nso
                 Dinwenu anyi Jesu Kristi”


3.1.3	Decision 
The father is the governor of the home. Therefore, the onus lies on him for decision making. This is not without prejudice to good advice that should come from the wife or even from children or the larger family. Constructing and managing the family come with a lot of decisions – deciding place of residence, number of children and spacing, schools for children etc. In doing this, it is clear to the father that his decisions have ripple effects on the entire family and have consequences for the future. Therefore, the decisions must be made in all diligence and selflessness, where the welfare of all is paramount. 
This is the reason why decision making does not simply mean direct decision making. The father makes decisions subtly by his life choices, by prescribing for example the standard of living for the family, by giving examples with his life. The way the father deals with finances for example prescribes to the children the need to separate their needs from their wants and shapes the way they deal with money. The way the father decides to relate with the mother prescribes to the children how to treat others, especially how the male sons would treat women in the future. Sometimes, in some cultures, this role of decision making shakes the family peace especially when the children come of age; what to study in the university or what trade to learn, when to leave the family house, whom to marry, how to relate with sons with their wives or daughters with their husbands etc. Definitely, even without having the last word on these issues concerning an adult member of the family, the father still plays a serious advisory role which must not simply be neglected.
3.1.4	Attention
After provision, protection, decision, we can talk of attention. In our developing world, many reasons militate against the attention fathers give to their children. Some fathers unfortunately abandon their roles to fate, and do not give the needed attention to their children. Being present for the child by the father means taking things about the child very seriously. For example, I get the report that these days there are more of mothers who attend the Parent–Teachers meeting of our schools. This is the same with attending their graduation ceremonies, even if it is in the nursery school. Many men claim to have no time; or rather they do not have time for the most important things around them. A good father should not absent himself from school events, sports games, and other important moments in his child’s life.  Research has shown that children do better academically and behaviourally in school if parents are interested in their school activities. 
3.1.5	Education and Training: Heritage not just Inheritance
The role of parents in the education of their children is one that has been firmly established. Parents are the educators of their children par excellence. This is a duty for which they cannot be replaced or substituted. There are many other agents of education of the child: the larger family, the society, the clan, the school, the Church, the State, media, but these all should work hand in hand with the parents for it to come to fruition. These other agents can perform their duties with dedication and responsibility, but never with the same devotion, love and commitment as the parents, under normal circumstances. 
Education here goes beyond academic knowledge. If parents are necessary in this instance, the father is at the forefront. He must not necessarily be the more academically qualified or with a stronger financial muscle. He is however traditionally the one with more authority over the family and would more likely be listened to. Certain roles which nature, the society and convention have bestowed upon fathers can though be delegated, but not relegated. When such roles are being performed by another, it is still viewed as though it is performed by that other person for, or in place of, the father. Failure of the father to meet up with his roles contributes to the ills of the society.
I remember when our father used to inspect our notebooks and workbooks on weekends to see how we fared in the class during the previous school week. Some days we merited commendation; some days he would be harsh if he noticed lack of diligence or responsibility. Unfortunately, some fathers do not have a relationship with the teacher of their children, or care to go through the report cards at the end of the session. 
Education also entails teaching essential life lessons. Fathers and father-figures play a crucial role in imparting essential life lessons to their children. These lessons would shape the character and value orientation of young individuals. These include teaching practical skills like farming, making baskets, repairing rafter and general house maintenance, riding a bicycle, washing plates, sweeping the floor or fixing things in the house. Fathers should involve their children in household tasks like farming, and in more technical issues like financial discussions and decision-making processes appropriate to their age. 
Education necessarily includes instilling moral values and principles; the principles of integrity, hard work, honesty, honour, self-respect and respect for elders. Fathers should instil a sense of responsibility and empathy in their children. Through engaging them in open discussions in a free environment, they guide young minds in understanding the importance of integrity, honesty, and compassion and help them develop into responsible citizens who contribute positively to their communities. You have heard the story of a child who came to school crying, Rev. Sister, Head Mistress asked him why he was crying, he answered. “My father will go to hell because you told us, that anyone who lies will go to hell”.  The day before, he watched his father tell a person he owed money that he was in Lagos while he was with them in the village.  A father should give his children not just an inheritance, but a heritage. 


3.1.6	Correcting and Being Role Model
The father is the first teacher and headmaster of his child. The discipline of the house lies first and foremost on the father. Therefore, correcting the kids and directing them to the path of integrity is the key. A father must have the authority to correct the children or members of the household. But one can only correct children when one is first disciplined. Fathers must set examples of integrity, responsibility and duty-mindedness. Children grow up to think that their fathers are perfect human beings. For a child, the father is always correct; and so, whatever they see the father doing must be the correct thing. The actions and words of the fathers thus shape the values, attitudes, beliefs of the children. It is only on some occasions that at adult stage, children may begin to think deep through their father’s way of life. Sometimes, at this stage of their lives, much has been solidly shaped in their minds. 
Fathers are therefore pathfinders and help to pave the way for the children. The father’s name is either a blessing or good luck to the child, or inversely, sometimes bad luck. Many people are proud to mention their surnames in the public because they know such names are associated with integrity, fame, nobility, success and greatness. Children have many doors open to them because of their father or parents. The reputation of the father is a steppingstone for his children. The father has a duty to maintain his own reputation and integrity because whatever lifestyle he exhibits or legacy he leaves affects the children’s future directly or indirectly. Experience shows that children whose fathers have a reputable legacy in the society enjoy easier recommendation on their way up the ladder.
3.1.7	Nurturing Emotional Stability
The world out there today is a rough terrain. Children, especially the youth, must have to navigate through complexities, sometimes frustrations and complications. A lot of emotional muscle is needed. Father-figures serve as pillars of emotional support, providing stability and guidance to children as they navigate the complexities of life. The father’s presence is above all an assurance of security and confidence. By actively participating in their children’s lives, and by openly engaging them in dialogues, fathers create a safe environment where children, especially the youth, can freely express their feelings and develop healthy relationships.
3.1.8	The Father as the Head of the Family Cult
I dwelt on this issue in the 2019 Lenten Pastoral that bordered on the theme of the family. In Igbo traditional family, the father has also the role of the priest. In the traditional set up, it was the duty of the father to do the igo ofo, to raise early morning praises and petitions on behalf of the family to God. Now we have embraced Christianity, but nothing should have changed essentially. He directs worship. A father is to be the family priest. He presents his wife and children to God and spends time in prayer each day remembering the needs and concerns of his family. He provides spiritual coverage to the members of the family. To cultivate, grow, and develop the family wealth and resources is on the material plane; to pray, bless and nourish the spiritual lives of the family is on the spiritual plane. He therefore sets the spiritual tempo in the home. As the spiritual leader to members of his household, the father sacrifices his life for theirs and is a mediator between his family and God. He must speak up when the children are going the wrong direction, knowing that inability to speak and adequately act speaks doom both for the children and for himself (cf. 1 Sam. 2:22ff.). Like Job, he beseeches the Lord to forgive the sins of his children (cf. Job 1:5).  In addition, he has the responsibility of maintaining order and decorum in the family which may include disciplinary measures.  He makes reasonable rules and imposes appropriate sanctions for violation. 
3.1.9	The Father and their Male (and also Female) Children
Fathers are not only for their male children. They are also there for the girls. Each relationship is unique. Psychologists have come up with this maxim that, “Fathers don’t mother”. It means that there is some uniqueness in parenting by the fathers. They parent differently, uniquely and irreplaceably. What exactly constitutes a positive father-son relationship? It is not about being perfect, it is about being present. But again, it is not just about being present; it is about active engagement, emotional availability, consistent support and presenting a role model front. The relationship between father and son, especially in our patrilineal and patriarchal society, shapes the future, not only for the son, but for generations to come. The father-son relationship is a bond, often underestimated, but which plays pivotal role in influencing his emotional well-being and overall success in life.
 When a male child is born and grows, he sees his father as a towering figure, a multifaceted model; model of strength, masculinity, model of virtues and values. As the father performs his various roles such as providing and protecting the family, the male kids invariably will tend to look up to him as a model and as such, begin to align themselves with such responsibilities of fatherhood. This imprint made so early in life is not superficial because it is the basis on which the boy builds his understanding of what being a man is. The quality and close relationship between the boy and his father helps the former to develop higher self-esteem, better emotional regulation, and this translates to his greater academic achievement and improved social skills and reduced risk of behavioural problems. It translates to how he treats others, especially women – his future wife – to his work ethic and approach to challenges, to his emotional responses to stress and conflict, to the formation of his values and moral compass, financial management, career choices, relationship dynamics, and conflict resolution.
A daughter will grow up and probably will get married to a man someday. What will she look for in a man? The father provides the model of a man. Sometimes, tragically, young girls are afraid to marry because of the model their fathers provided, and how they treated their wives before their daughters. 
We must admit that there are very many challenges to father-son/daughter relationship. It is important to acknowledge that not all relationships are smooth sailing. Common challenges include: Generational differences in values and expectations, communication barriers, especially during adolescence, unresolved issues from the father’s childhood (what psychologists refer to as ‘father-wound), work-life balance struggles that diminish quality time together. Awareness of these realities helps the father to find the best way to institute an atmosphere of dialogue, patience and understanding with the son or daughter.
3.2	Absence of a Father-figure
While the positive impacts of a strong father-child relationship are clear, it is equally important to address the effects of paternal absence. A lot of circumstances today in our contemporary society make it possible that there are many occasions where the father-figure is absent. Children who grow up without a father or with a distant, uninvolved father, often face significant challenges; higher rates of behavioural problems, increased risk of substance abuse, greater likelihood of academic struggles and difficulties in forming healthy romantic relationships. Increased adolescent risk behaviours such as substance abuse and early childbearing are likely part of signs of the absence of the father’s positive influence. Children who suffered the absence of a father-figure are likely to lack focus and precision.  Some have argued that the high dropout rate and lack of interest in primary and secondary education in the south east is a result of the dearth of male teachers in schools as most teachers in our schools now are of the female gender.  In the same vein, all boys’ secondary schools are recording very low enrolment and can be classified as endangered species. 
As for the effects on the society at large, a child who lacked this necessity of life may have the tendency of going out of his way to explore other illegitimate means to have it. Boys are likely to engage in criminal activities and end up as social misfits. Girls are likely to easily and innocently fall prey to unscrupulous men who disguise themselves as protectors. A child who did not enjoy the privilege of protection from his father may also be reckless as to the well-being of his own children at his own turn. On the contrary, the positive effects on the society at large include lower crime rates, higher educational attainment, improved economic stability, stronger family units. 
There is no certainty that the absence of a father will doom a child to failure. But studies and experience confirm that such an absence does create additional hurdles. In such unfortunate instance, other male role models – uncles, teachers, mentors, must step in.



CHAPTER FOUR
THE CHRISTIAN FATHER

What was described in the immediate previous Chapter concerns the role of fathers everywhere irrespective of generation, race, socio-economic environment, or religion. However, for Christians whose fatherhood hinges on the fatherhood of God and in brotherhood with Jesus Christ his Son, the call is higher. St. Paul writes: “For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth derives its name” (Eph. 3:14-15). In the Gospels, Jesus Christ enjoins his followers to go beyond the virtues of the other people (cf. Matt. 5:20). As salt to the earth and light to the world (cf. Matt. 5:13ff.), our configuration in Christ is a deeper calling.  
4.1	Unfortunate Evolutions in Family Structure
Fathers have been fathers all through the centuries. But roles are changing or shifting. When I say the changing roles of the father, I am actually referring to a more fundamental change, the changes in family life and structure. The family has always been seen as the bedrock of communities. The traditional definition of the family has at its core the composition of a father (male), a mother (female) and child or children.  Age and sex help to define roles in this human composition. The father is usually the bread winner and protector of the family; the mother is at the forefront of the domestic training and nourishing of the family. In some cultures, the concept of extended family is significant. 
Our collective view of the family unit, as people of Igbo extraction, is quite different from the views in the Western world. If we observe closely what is implied when Igbo people traditionally talk of family, we see that, to our people, family refers in a very large context to a group of people living under one household, or clan. Polygamy was part of Igbo culture, and it was well accepted and acknowledged by our people as a man’s legitimate right, if he so chooses to have multiple women as mothers in his household.
Family life in the Western world has profoundly changed over the past half century. To the Westerners, and for very long time, family basically has consisted of one father, one mother, and their biological or adopted children. This traditional definition is challenged today from many fronts. The nuclear family, which at one point served as the unchallenged cultural ideal in the West, is slowly being replaced with a more diverse set of social arrangements. First, there is the rise of single-parent households. Few decades ago, the overwhelming majority of children were raised in two-parent households, but many children today are raised in other types of household. Divorce and remarriage have become much more common that you have now many single mothers and single fathers. Marriage rate is falling; many young adults in particular, are rethinking what it means to be a family. Some consider marriage as irrelevant, and many believe that society benefits when its members prioritize having and raising children but not tying the knots in an official ceremony. As marriage has become more optional, cohabitation (before or in lieu of a formal union) has grown throughout the Western world.
The weakening of the institution of marriage has been accompanied by a growing tolerance for premarital sexual behaviour and out-of-wedlock childbearing. Many newly married couples do not care about religious wedding. Religion, which at one time was at the centre of family and married life, has become less prominent. 
Many people ruminate on what the causes of these novelties are. Definitely, we must look into a number of cultural, economic, and social changes like secularism and liberal thinking. The media is guilty of spreading these weird ideas as television shows, movies and advertisements portray different images of families which challenge the traditional structures. 
We want to believe that the story in Africa is still a better story to imagine. Many African countries have vigorously fought against the so called progressive and liberal ideas and have tried to allow the family to retain its traditional connotations and clouts. However, the picture dressed above does not only concern the Western world. Africa is not totally different as the situation is no longer as it had been. In some sense the world is becoming a global village. 
We must mention here that much evolution has also occurred in Igbo communities in the last decades regarding family structure, and ipso facto, regarding the role of the family members – father, mother, children, etc. The changes in family systems that have occurred over the past half century throughout the Western world are now spreading across the globe to nations that are experiencing economic development, technological change, and shifts in cultural beliefs. We now often have broken marriages; wait and take, ‘use and throw away marriages’ have also become our lot. Unlike before, our judicial vicars are overburdened with cases from couples demanding for annulments of marriages. Living outside wedlock, cohabitation, concubinage, are no longer stories from the Western world. Polygamy is still practiced in some places. We know the efforts of many international lobby organizations to download anti-family structures like same-sex marriages to Africa. Unfortunately, they use money as bait to corner some of our leaders who pave way for them. Fortunately, religion and religious sensitivities still play a lot of roles among our people who put in effort to reject these ideas.  
Without considering these new situations as normal, the actual situation is that things have not been the same, and the roles of family members in the structure are also undergoing evolution. The Igbos say that ebe nwa si lo uwa, ya hiri. This basically means that any born child is a gift from God, whether born out of wedlock, within wedlock, is adopted, etc. Every child should be well taken care of even if family structures and roles of members of the family are affected.

4.2	The Christian Father Today
A lot has been said about the roles of the father in the third Chapter above. These are valid for all fathers, whether Christian or of any other religion, or even of no religion at all. But there is more to the Christian father. Here will not be a repetition of what has been said earlier, but about some specificities concerning Christian fatherhood. 
4.2.1	A Christian
The first hallmark of a Christian father is that he is a Christian; he believes in the God of Jesus Christ. Believing in Christ implies being animated by the Spirit of Christ and being proud to be a member of the Church. St. Paul says that “it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). Being a Christian and being a member of the Church means also to participate actively in the mission of Christ made concrete first of all in the life of the Christian community. This implies concretely being part of the Sunday assembly of the faithful, living the life of the sacraments, and helping in animating the mission of the Church in the society. This is the loudest but silent way of being a Christian father to the family.
4.2.2	Modelling God the Father
Christian fatherhood hinges on the fatherhood of God in the Spirit of Christ. It is from God’s fatherhood that every family in heaven and on earth derives its name (cf. Eph. 3:15). The greatest example of what a father should look like is God. There is only one perfect Father, God Himself. This Father is revealed to us by the Son. On many occasions in the New Testament, the Father says about the Son: “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matt. 3:17; 17:5; Mark 1:11; 9:7; Luke 9:35). This reflects the kind of relationship fathers should strive for with their children because God is the greatest source of fatherhood and Father of all. In fact, children form their image of God from their father.
4.2.3	For the Christian Father, the Marriage Covenant is a Sacrament
The first Canon in marriage (Code of Canon Law, 1055), says “The marriage covenant, by which a man and a woman establish between themselves a partnership of their whole life, and which of its own very nature is ordered to the well-being of the spouses and to the procreation and upbringing of children, has, between the baptized, been raised by Christ the Lord to the dignity of a sacrament”. A Christian father observes every good ethos of traditional marriage, and at the same time, rejects the provisions in traditional marriage that are antithetical to the Christian faith. In many traditional societies, like the African, for example, polygamy and divorce are allowed. The Christian father is governed by the law of Christ as taught by Christ, and respects ‘unity and indissolubility’ as the essential properties of marriage. For a Christian father, marriage is a sacred covenant between a man and a woman, with God, extending beyond legal contract or social institution. It is a holy union reflecting the relationship between Christ and the Church. The spiritual dimension of this covenant emphasizes mutual love, honour, and a shared commitment to seeking divine guidance.
The Christian father rightly understands that the father is the head of the family, but also understands that God made the human being “male and female” (Gen. 1:27; 5:2). He appreciates the fact that the husband is the head of the family as Christ is the head of the Church, his bride, and also that as Christ loves the Church, he too has to love his wife. A Christian father loves and respects his wife. He ultimately gives his wife what she needs most – to be loved, honoured and cherished. He serves as an example to his children of what being in a loving relationship looks like so that they may also reflect it in their lives, particularly when it comes to their marriages.  This has implications in all aspects of his relationship with his wife and children. 
Christian fatherhood stands today to be the bulwark against many of the ill winds that do not blow the family any good in the modern time. First, the conjugal relationship is regulated by the law of God and the Church; aspects regarding childbearing, sexual union is open to the procreation of children, responsible parenthood, respect to the life of the unborn, the training of children, taking the family as a domestic Church, family Christian devotion, etc. 
4.2.4	The Priest of the Domestic Church; Holy Family as Model
The Christian father’s role spans mainly the religious sphere. He is the chief priest of the family. A good Christian father makes time for his family and anchors his family in Christ. It is important that fathers teach their children both by their example and their words. A Christian father not only meets the physical needs of his family, but also the emotional (religious) needs of his family as well. A Christian father will apply God’s practical wisdom to their everyday life and guide their children in the same way. Fathers who are in a committed relationship with God can guide their children in the greatest relationship they will ever have – an intimate relationship with their heavenly Father. The Christian father is animated by Christian principles in the education and instruction of his children and family. St. Paul in many instances gives some summary of instructions to fathers. “Fathers, do not exasperate your children, instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4). 
For the Christian father, the Word of God and teachings of the Church are the blueprint for the training of children and living of family life. The Christian father leads the way to Sunday Mass and ensures that the family lives the life of the Sacraments. Our father used to tell us stories from the Bible, stories of the lives of the saints; a great enlightenment and encouragement in the faith to us. 
The Christian father transmits the faith to his children. Last year we reflected on the attraction of fetishism to our youths and the unfortunate return of many to idol worship. We noted the tragic phenomenon of the youth going back to what their fathers and forefathers had already thought through and abandoned. Family lineage includes also the family’s faith. 
A Christian father does not just discipline. He disciplines lovingly and commends his children in the process. No matter how frustrated or angry he gets, he expresses loving concern for the welfare of his children. St. Paul advises: “You fathers! Do not be exasperating your children, so that they do not become downhearted” (Col. 3:21). Discipline entails advice, correction, education and chastisement when needed, knowing that the father chastises the son whom he loves (cf. Heb. 12:6). In addition, he recognizes that discipline is way more effective when a father commends his children regularly (cf. Prov. 15:20). 
4.3	Call to Sainthood: Christian Father Models
Our reflection takes us to considering fathers who have been heroic in their role as fathers and who have been canonized saints in the Catholic Church; meaning, fathers whose lives the generality of Christians can imitate. I say here the generality of Christians, because, think of it, few lay men or women have been formally canonized. Truth be told, the majority of saints belonged to religious communities, are mainly popes, bishops, priests and nuns. The irony is that people in these states of life make up a tiny percentage of the Church. More than 99 percent of Christians (Catholics) have been lay persons, and yet, the number of lay persons declared saints is quite minority. Does this suggest that sainthood is reserved mainly or only for the ordained priests and vowed religious? If so, this is not very inspiring to the lay faithful.
The reason however may not be far-fetched. The formal protocols and canonization process quite often requires a group of people very interested and committed in bringing up the cause and pursuing it till one is beatified and canonized. Even though some dioceses have put up the promotion of the cause of particular lay persons, for example, Miss Vivian Uchechi Ogu (Benin Archdiocese, but indigene of Ahiara diocese), most often it is religious communities who really take up meaningfully the process needed for someone to be investigated, declared venerable, have a miracle authenticated, then be formally beatified, have a second miracle approved and eventually canonized. That is why most of the lay people who are saints were mainly martyrs; Thomas More, Edith Stein, etc or they founded religious congregations like Elizabeth Ann Seton or Margaret of Cortona. 
In all honesty, holiness belongs to God alone. Human beings can reflect that holiness, and in different ways. Furthermore, holiness is possible in every clime, every age, every walk and circumstances of life. This is made clear in Vatican II Council’s ‘Dogmatic Constitution on the Church’ (Lumen gentium) in Chapter Five that discusses “The Universal Call to Holiness”. When this reflection of holiness in an individual becomes very clear to the Church to heroic proportions, the Church pronounces the individual as blessed or saint. This proclamation is not to honour the individual. There is no amount of earthly honour that can increase the happiness of one who enjoys eternal life with God. It is rather to encourage the living faithful still in the pilgrimage of faith. 
Even if we do not have a long list of known saints who are married, when the Church celebrates the Feast of All Saints, she acknowledges that the list we have does not exhaust the number of saints in heaven. The first reading on the Feast of All Saints from the Book of Revelation (7:2-14ff.) talks of a multitude of people impossible to count, from every nation, language, race and surely, states of life; what the Letter to the Hebrews refers to as a “great crowd of witnesses” (Heb. 12:1). 
So, fathers can be saints and a lot of them have become saints. Below are few in the list of fathers who have been canonized saints, and who achieved sainthood through the fulfilment of their vocation as fathers. It cuts across different walks of life: some were simple citizens, some were royals, some were national statesmen, some were peasant workers, some were educated etc. What is more? Some have also raised their children so well that they too became saints. The encouragement is enormous.
St. Joseph: We would not think of model saints for fathers without in the first place mentioning St. Joseph, the carpenter, the foster father of Jesus. He is quintessentially the patron saint of fathers in the universal Church. The appeal of St. Joseph is his humble, ineffable, and unpretentious devotion to the mandate given him through Angel Gabriel. He managed the crisis of having to take home a woman betrothed to him but who was already found to be pregnant while he was not responsible. In Catholic tradition, he remained a loving husband to Mary, foster father of Jesus, and still remained faithful to the plan of God that Mary remain Virgin forever. He was the person who took Jesus through his human formation and allowed Jesus to realize the goal meant to him by the Father. Feast Day: March 19th (St. Joseph Husband of Mary) & May 1st (St. Joseph the Worker).
St. Louis Martin was the father of St. Theresa of Lisieux. Interestingly, he was canonized with his wife Marie-Azelie in 2015. As a father, he made sure that all his children had a solid foundation in the faith, and they all joined the religious life. He was assailed by a lot of family difficulties, contending with the heartbreak of losing 4 of 9 children, and carrying the burden of a wife who succumbed to cancer. Feast Day: July 12.
St. Nicholas of Flue: A native of 15th century Switzerland, he was famous in his heroic settlement of disputes between cantons split by faction. His efforts actually prevented a civil war. Like a typical African father of decades ago, he had 11 children which he raised. Eventually he ended up becoming a hermit with his wife’s blessing. Feast Day: March 21.
St. Louis IX: St Louis IX was a 13th century king in France. With his wife Margaret of Provence, they had 11 children whom they insisted on giving a life of faith, instructing them on the dangers of mortal sin. His heroism consisted on setting a devout example of using his wealth to help the poor, and instituting free tables (meals) in his home. Feast Day: August 25.
St. Leonidas of Alexandria: This man’s story takes us to the early beginnings of Christianity and he represents the heroic faith of our forebears in the faith. He was a father of seven boys among whom was the philosopher Origen. He was beheaded for his faith in the 3rd century. Feast Day: April 22.
St. Jerome Emiliani: St. Jerome Emiliani was a father, but had a special devotion to orphaned children. As a result, he became the patron saint for adopted children. He used his money and resources to help children in need and spent his entire life devoted to orphans. Feast Day: February 8th.
St. Thomas More: St. Thomas More (1478-1535) of England had the urge to become a monk, but also desired to become a father. The latter he became. Married with four children, a son and three daughters, his wife died at childbirth. He later remarried. He gave his children balanced education. He was an English humanist and statesman, once chancellor of England (1529-1532). He refused to accept the legitimacy of King Henry VIII’s second marriage while the first was still on, and refused to accept the king as supreme head of the Church of England. For not accepting to back down from his faith, he was imprisoned and beheaded. Feast Day: June 22nd. 
St. Isidore the Farmer: As his name suggests, St. Isidore, Spanish, was a farmer who worked for the same landowner his whole life. He was known for his willingness and dedication to work hard but always put God first. St. Isidore never missed time for prayer. Stories had it that if he was late for work because he attended Mass, Angels would be seen doing his work in the farm for him. With his wife, they were devoted to helping the poor with the little they had. He is the patron of workers and a model for hard working fathers. Feast Day: May 15.
St. Basil the Elder (d. 379) was the father of Sts. Macrina the Younger, Basil the Great, Gregory of Nyssa, Peter of Sebaste, Naucratios, and Theosebia. The son of St. Macrina the Elder, Basil survived the persecution of Galerius in modern-day Turkey and went on to marry St. Emilia. He became a teacher of rhetoric and helped to raise his ten holy children, three of whom went on to become bishops and six of whom are saints in either the Catholic or the Orthodox Church. Feast Day: May 30.
St. Ignatius Kim Che-jun (1796-1839) was the father of St. Andrew Kim Tae-gon (the first Korean priest) and the grandson of the martyr Blessed Pius Kim Jin-hu. When his son Andrew was chosen to go abroad and study for the priesthood, Ignatius knew the risk his family was taking in supporting Andrew’s vocation. He nevertheless supported his son, and paid the price. He was arrested for his faith and for supporting his son’s choice to leave the country for the priesthood. Ignatius was tortured so violently that he apostatized; but he later repented, recanted his apostasy, and was beheaded for his faith. His son went on to be ordained. After he returned to Korea, Fr. Andrew served for eight months before being arrested and martyred. Feast Day: September 20.
4.4	No Hope is Lost
In all this, however, behold us mentioning only people of other climes, continents, countries and races. Yes, there have been African Saints: St. Augustine of Hippo, St. Monica, St. Mark, St. Anthony of the Desert, St. Athanasius, St. Charles Lwanga and Companions, St. Josephine Bakhita etc. What of our own fathers – fathers of Nigerian and Igbo extraction? Definitely, the consoling aspect is that, as already mentioned above, sainthood is not exhausted by the long hagiography (the writing about the saints) that exists. 
The success of the Church in our land is not to be attributed only to the works of the foreign missionaries who came to evangelize us. Very importantly, we must count in the men and women, our forefathers, who took the Gospel message to heart. In this connection, I think of the first converts, who may even have been despised by their contemporaries, and accused of following a foreign religion. I salute the conviction of the many lay catechists, fathers of families, who saw immediately in the faith the light of God in Jesus Christ. I salute the vision of the many fathers who were courageous to send their children to school, perceiving immediately that education was a pathway to better human civilization. I salute the men who, without despising the cultures of our people, still were able to distinguish between the worship of the true God in Jesus Christ and the fetish elements in the cultures of the people. I salute them who immediately saw reason with the social teachings of the faith, and saw the stark evil in most of the practices that issued from the religious faith of our people like the killing of twins, obnoxious widowhood practices, etc. 
We must recognise the many fathers who are beacons of the faith in their parishes and Church committees, both past and present. Going round the diocese for pastoral visits and funerals, I hear and read of wonderful testimonies of faith by fathers of families. Even if these have not yet been declared saints today by official protocols (it is never late anyway), sleeping in their graves waiting for their glorious resurrection, they are among the multitude innumerable to count, a great crowd of witnesses. We know them in our local parishes and local communities. There is nothing wrong if we begin their process of canonization. This is part of the idea behind the establishment of Ezinna, Nnaoma di ebube, Nna Okwukwe, etc, which in principle, both acknowledges efforts of fathers in their Christian witnessing, and gives both the awardees and others encouragement in their efforts.


CHAPTER FIVE
CHALLENGES TO FATHERHOOD IN OUR CONTEXT 
AND PASTORAL ADMONITIONS

5.1	Challenges to Fatherhood in the Modern Times
While we praise the fathers and extol the Christian fathers for all they do in the society and in the Church, we want to acknowledge that the path of fatherhood in our modern times, and particularly in our context, is not an easy one. 
5.1.1	Economic, Social Realities and the feminization of the male gender
We must acknowledge that in our clime and context, many fathers are not finding it easy as the breadwinners of the family. We must laud the efforts of many fathers to keep the family going and together in the midst of economic and political realities of the country. From providing food on the table, to expenses on education, to the provision of family safety and demands from the community and Church, it is clear that many fathers are almost at their limits. In cases where circumstances have made it possible for women to be partly the breadwinners, this can still cause stress for fathers in our traditional set up who may see their inability to be the primary income earner as a failure.  It is said that “he who pays the piper dictates the tune.”  In a family where the mother is the chief provider, there is the tendency that she exerts more influence over the children than the father.  Consequently, the man looses his authoritative position in the family.  
5.1.2	Societal Influence
Incidentally, many fathers today are being unjustifiably blamed for the deeds of their children when they had done all they could to give them the best of training. In fact, it is so easy to lay blame on the fathers. While we accept that some fathers have not fully done their part of the pact, we must not disregard the influence of the wider society out there. At this moment, my thoughts go out for the many fathers, who continue to ask God “what next should I have done that I did not do”? I am referring to all who tried all they could humanly and meaningfully do to give the best of training and orientation to their children, but to no avail. I pray for the many parents who ‘lost’ their children to the wicked hands of the woke society out there, the innocent child in the boarding school who fell to the bad influence of other boys, the unsuspecting adolescent who got brainwashed with what he read and followed in the social media, the once good behaving child who joined cult members and gangs in the higher institution, the young girl who got unsuspectingly swerved off her feet by trusting people around her, etc. I enjoin these fathers not to rest or abandon themselves to fatality. We do often hear of praying mothers. There are also praying fathers, fathers who go down on their knees and agonize till a change happens in their children. God can save your son or daughter through your prayer.

5.1.3	Generation Gaps
Concerning the training of kids, fathers of every age encounter the problem of generation gaps. However, it is well known that the changes that happened in the society in the last two decades seem to be more than what was the case in the last century. With technological innovations that has shrunk the whole world into a global village, with the immediacy with which ideas from far flow down to us, twenty-five chronological years equalled more than 100 years of evolution of ideas. Because of this, many of the younger generation find it difficult to understand the language of the older generation, and vice versa. In most of the cases, the misunderstanding between fathers and children are only symptoms of generation gaps. Some fathers find it difficult to communicate with their young adults who ‘speak in languages’ different from theirs. This generation gap constitutes a great task to fathers.
5.1.4	Coping with Novelties
Thus, many fathers find it difficult to adapt to the novelties of the time especially in family life and father-child relationship. We can describe some examples. Contrary to some traditional notions of stoic fatherhood where affection and masculinity seemed to be mutually opposed, and where many fathers worry that showing too much affection might somehow make their children ‘soft’ (cf. Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart), modern research emphasises the importance of physical affection between fathers and children. In our days, fathers were not known to show very deep emotions. Many fathers were seen more as disciplinarians than playmates of the children. Today, experts suggest that fathers should be more emotional, generously giving hugs, playful roughhousing, and other forms of positive physical contact. Modern fathers seem now to understand that being vulnerable and open sets a positive example for their kids, teaching them the value of empathy and expressing human feeling. Many modern fathers have found it difficult to break the stereotype; and to learn that paternal emotionality leads to improved self-esteem especially in boys, and self-confidence in girls.  In addition, fathers should learn the language of the youths e.g. learning the use of the social media and other legitimate use of modern technology to enter the world of the contemporary youths.
5.1.5	The Igbo Father and Dynamics of Domestic Roles
The modern times are revolutionising what the traditional mentality had known and thought about the roles of the father and mother in the family. Traditionally, it is taken for granted that the father is the breadwinner of the family, and the mother devotes herself to domestic maintenance of the family and the direct nurturing of the children. This traditional situation was reinforced by the industrialisation of the 19th century which has flowed down to us not quite long ago. That new economic reality clearly separated the home and the workplace. In the morning, the father went out to work, as ‘breadwinner’, leaving the mother at home as ‘housewife’. This took childrearing out of the traditional male role. In the last century or decades, the role of the father has been changing as economic exigencies have pushed the mother also into the workplace outside the home. She must earn money for the family to live, as families with one income-earner may not cope with economic demands. The family now moves towards a more democratic partnership. A lot was also pushed by ideological feminism that would always criticise ‘the absentee father”. In a world therefore where the roles of “breadwinner” and “childrearer” are no longer as clear-cut as before, today’s fathers face the task emanating from shifting expectations. 
Stereotypes are today thus broken. Modern fathers are thus actively demanded in their children’s lives from day one. They are more likely to be present at prenatal classes and late-night feedings. Fathers are now doing real child-rearing tasks such as diaper changes and bottle feedings, especially if they stay at home more and work less. The concept of ‘hands-on fatherhood’ has gained prominence, emphasizing the importance of fathers being emotionally and physically available for their children. In modern language, this is referred to as ‘co-parenting’ and it is gaining momentum. Modern fathers and mothers are working together as a team, sharing and interchanging responsibilities where necessary. Changes to these traditional gender roles can be challenging for some fathers to process right away.
This has been one of the causes of problems in marriages especially amidst our people in Europe and America. Without laying the blame totally on men, many of our young men have not come out of the traditional stereotypes and do not understand why a man should also be part of the kitchen or babysitting. While the majority are adapting, the transition knows its difficulties and challenges.
Another area of friction is as regards fostering independence. We are living in a new world of freedom. When and to what extent is a child expected to be independent in his decisions and life options? Parents have always generally found it difficult to believe that their children have come of age. While in developed countries, this issue could be exaggerated – where a girl or boy of eighteen years could easily sue his parents for ‘interfering in his or her freedom’ – in our context, it seems many young people are still not given enough space to develop their sense of responsibility for themselves. Many fathers, while encouraging their kids to explore their interests and passions, have found it difficult to remain on the level of providing guidance rather than imposing rigid expectations.
5.2	Pastoral Admonitions
I am glad to make the following commendations and recommendations for the betterment of fatherhood in our pastoral work of the diocese.
5.2.1	The Christian Men Organisation (CMO)
Ndi Nna Paapa!
Ide ji ulo.
This umbrella organisation bringing together the Catholic fathers and men in the basic Christian communities, stations, parishes and diocese, has proved its mettle in helping the members and the Church in its witnessing role both to the families and to the society. I thank their executives, both diocesan and parish, of all times since the inception of the diocese. Their contribution to the progress of the diocese is unquantifiable. And I encourage pastors to show more interest in this organisation. Experience has shown that many parish priests devote more energy to the Christian Women Organisation. The reason is known to all. Apart from the fact that the CWO is more active and more generous to the Church and to the priest, women seem to be more co-operative in community interest than men. This however should have been the reason why more energy should be devoted to the Christian Men Organisation. As pillars of the families and parishes (ide ji ulo, as is normally said) the parish cannot afford to have such an umbrella organisation in disarray.
A lot of things could be done to revive weak ones and strengthen those that are functioning well. Priests should do well to encourage the members. First of all, efforts should be made to see that financial obligations are not made the first issue in this organisation. Many parishes organise mass wedding for young married and unwedded men who may have been prevented from wedding for various reasons. Let pastors find out people in this category and bring them to dialogue. Even the not-yet-wedded Christian fathers should not be totally locked out of the organisation. They still need a space from which the work in them can be furthered and completed. 
The monthly Mass for the CMO should be taken seriously. Many parishes have now the habit of combining this Mass with the CWO. Unless there are strong pastoral reasons for this, the stipulations are otherwise, and the status quo should be maintained. Such lumping together does not help the CMO exercise responsibility. There is the likelihood that their presence will be swallowed by the more numerous and active CWO members who are likely always to take up the responsibilities involved in these Masses like reading, singing and offertory. 
Could we find some other social activities to bring the fathers together, and to attract lukewarm fathers and men? Competitions like card, draft and sports for younger fathers could be organised in the evenings. I have also seen a parish that organised some exhibitions of farm products at the end of the planting season. Prices could be given to men who come up with exceptional farm products like yam and cassava. Attention could be given to some traditional artistic presentations like making rafter for roof, making baskets, tapping wine. In this way, the fathers showcase their work ethic to the younger generation and preserve some traditional artistry and crafts that are on the brink of extinction.

5.2.2	Fathers’ Day Celebrations
In a world and society where strong family interrelationships and community bonds are indispensable for the proper development of children, celebrating the fathers is a move in the right direction. It has become a common knowledge that due to the emotional attachment between the mother and the children, families – children precisely – have been more inclined to celebrate their mothers than the fathers. This reminds me of the music of the late 70s, the “Sweet Mother”, by Prince Nico Mbarga of Nigeria and Cameroon descent, which has still remained popular. The popularity of the music caused fathers to agitate and a song in their honour was also made, “Good Father” in 1977 where he also sang of the suffering of the papa, who does not rest, who warns his children “say make I no thief, make I no do bad…”. 
In our parishes, understandably, Mothers’ Day has been more popular. Fathers’ Day needs not be underrated. Fathers’ Day serves as a poignant reminder of the significant role that fathers and father-figures play in shaping the lives of individuals. I therefore encourage a well organised package as a community to celebrate Fathers’ Day, expressing gratitude for the invaluable contributions of father-figures and renewing our commitment to nurturing the next generation. Seminars and lectures could precede these celebrations; and within the celebrations, prices could be given to merited individuals, especially young fathers, who show visible interest in the organisation’s activities. Wives and children should take the day very seriously and celebrate the fathers of the homes. Apart from celebrating the fathers, let wives continue the support (financial and otherwise) they give to their husbands, without which they cannot fulfil their roles. This understanding is very much more needed in the face of the present hard times.
5.2.3	The Ezinna, Nnaoma di Ebube, Nna Okwukwe, Golden Father… Titles
In the recent times and for many years, the Catholic Church in many dioceses has come out with many titles given to the lay faithful. For the men, we have the Ezinna, the Nnaoma di Ebube, the Nna Okwukwe, etc. While the majority of our Catholics and Christians are comfortable with this development, and the majority of awardees glad for it, one however hears some winds of criticism. Criticisms come mainly from these fronts:
Some argue that they are not necessary and think they are tantamount to canonizing somebody still in the journey of faith. They refer to a point in the Bible where Jesus asks: “Why do you call me good; only God alone is good” (Mark 10:18). The argument then is that it is not necessary for a community of believers to single some individuals and brand ezinna (good father) or other similar titles. Does such selective branding not rather cause either jealousy (on the part of others) or some feeling of ‘holier than thou’ (on the part of those so honoured)?  
Most of these concerns are not light. However, they go beyond the intentions of the Church. In the first place, apart from sacramental ministries in the Church like the episcopate, presbyterate, diaconate, there have been arrays of other recognitions in the Church right from the apostolic times. When we hear about elders, teachers, or when we hear about individuals that are respected in the communities of faith, they refer to particular recognitions that the Church had for such individuals. These do not translate to the canonization of individuals in the Church. Stephen was referred to as “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 6:5), Barnabas as “a good man, and full of the Holy Spirit and of faith” (Acts 11:24). This does not relegate the other Christians to the background. Honorific titles are given to individuals neither to canonize them, nor to officially designate them as better than the rest. Even if it they are called ‘merit award’, we all know that our merit is by God’s grace. They are used to extol certain qualities, and those who are given these titles should understand that it is more of a challenge to them to live out these qualities, than an attestation of their perfection.
While people’s sensitivities should be taken into consideration, I enjoin our Christian fathers to accept these titles when they are proposed to them in the spirit of humility. Efforts should, however, be made in parishes to follow the clearly defined criteria in our pastoral guidelines to be used in the selection of people for these titles. Of course, no person should be forced to accept an award. A situation where it seems like there is democratization of titles is also uncalled for. It is not something to be distributed simply according to zones or families. An uglier situation is to give the impression that the titles are bought or sold to the highest bidder, giving credence to some people’s criticism that they are simply money-making avenues for the Church. Deserving men who may not be able to shoulder whatever financial obligations in it should not be denied the titles. 
For the argument that some who are invested with these titles do not live up to expectation, we can only say that this is unfortunate. The history of mankind has always known imperfections in every group. It is regrettable when people do not live up to expectation, when an Ezinna or Nnaoma di Ebube in the parish is seen to live double lives or causing confusion in the society. But abuse does not take away use. We thank God that generally, the majority of awardees have always tried to make the needed efforts, trusting not in their merits, but in God’s grace. They need more of our prayers than our criticisms. Those invested with these titles should always come together for mutual self-critical reflection, retreats, to remind themselves that “to him much is given, much is expected” (Luke 12:48).
5.2.4	Let Fathers Lead the Family Prayers
Many families still maintain the culture of family prayer. Family prayer has its own characteristic qualities. It is prayer offered in common, husband, wife and children together. Communion in prayer is both a consequence of and a requirement for the communion bestowed by the sacraments of Baptism and Matrimony. “Again, I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Matt. 18:20). Parents, especially fathers as heads of the family, should remember that family prayer is a suitable moment for thanksgiving, for petition, for trusting abandonment of the family into the hands of their common Father in heaven. 
Familiaris Consortio has a poignant statement on the need for prayer in common in the family. However, the busy nature of the society or laziness to pray has made it that many fathers are no longer available for family prayers in common. The gradually creeping secular thrust of the society has blurred this aspect of the role of the father. The father is the priest of the domestic Church, and so should always lead the family prayer, lead the family to Sunday Mass, initiate and lead in the family thanksgiving,
As a further plea to fathers, and this is sensitive, I enjoin them to recognise that, as priests of the family, their mouths utter blessings. Some fathers are careless in speech, and in anger, curse their kids. This is wrong. The mouth of the priest should utter blessings; and when necessary, send words of reprimands and correction, and not necessarily curses. Fathers, affirm your children. Commend them when they behave well and correct them when they go wrong. Such words like “you are stupid and useless”, “it will not be good for you in this life” and other very harsh pronouncements like these should have no place in the mouth of a father. 
[bookmark: a-dads-responsibilities]5.2.5	Let Fathers be Vehicles of Culture and Traditional Human Values 
As many people believe, and there is a lot of truth in it, we the Igbo of today are at the crossroads culturally speaking. Our openness to other cultures has meant also that we can easily copy others and abandon ours. More than every other cultural group in Nigeria, we are the most travelled, the most cosmopolitan, the most westernized, the most modern. Yet we are more at risk of and at loss of cultural identity. Families should be vehicles of culture because it is in the families that children can learn the past, get in touch with history, and learn the customs and traditions of their people. I remember the moonlight stories from our parents when we were small. These story times were privileged moments for admonition and for listening to the elders’ wisdom. It was really time for a formation in the culture of our people. 
Fathers are better privileged for this role to their children. It is true that the youth and children today live more in their virtual world leading to the so-called screen culture that translates often to digital slavery. 
There is this unfortunate development that some of our kids can no longer speak Igbo language, the reason being primarily that the parents refuse to speak Igbo to them, while the school emphasizes the English language. Lineage is not only about the family’s name, but also the family’s values which include language. Let fathers really be the vehicle not only of ahamefule, but also of olumefule.
5.2.6	Priests and Father-figures? 
As already mentioned earlier, the concept of ‘father’ or ‘fatherhood’ extends to ‘father-figures’ – those who play the role of fathers to others. Here is included, bishops, pastors and priests, religious leaders, teachers and guardians, mentors, people of public trust, etc. People in these categories should always be conscious of the fact that those under them look up to them as ‘father’. Apart from being a model to those placed under them, they have to absolutely lead their lives so as not to be an obstacle, a scandal, to them. Jesus said it in the Gospels that it is better for a millstone to be hung on someone’s shoulders and be cast into the sea, than he being a scandal to the little ones (cf. Luke 17:2). A scene in the famous classical literature, Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe comes to mind. The elders of the people had already agreed, following divination, that Ikemefuna, the ransom, will be sacrificed to the gods. Before the D-day, Ogbuefi Ezeudu the oldest man of the clan had to advise Okonkwo in whose house the young boy lived and who had grown up to know and call Okonkwo ‘father’, to restrain from joining in the physical sacrifice of the boy in these words: “That boy calls you father; do not bear a hand in his death”.
 Priests as spiritual fathers fall directly and conspicuously in this category. Mentors, trainers, elders, teachers, guardians, etc, please take note. We should take the warning of Christ above in Luke 17:2 seriously. In Okonkwo’s case, he would not listen to the wise advice from an elder statesman. The description of the scene is pathetic: “He (Okonkwo) heard Ikemefuna cry; ‘my father, they have killed me!’ as he ran toward him. Dazed with fear, Okonkwo drew his machete and cut him down. He was afraid of being thought weak”. What a tragedy. Okonkwo’s turned deaf ears to those wise words which became part of his own ‘things fall apart’ as everything eventually turned against him and he ended up his life in a tragic way – suicide. Let us not forget! They call us “Father”. 
CONCLUSION
For a recapitulation, we thank God for this gracious season in this special Lent of hope, in the Jubilee Year of Hope, proclaimed by Pope Francis. Lent is a hopeful season in as much as we roll out from the ashes of Ash Wednesday to the glamour of the resurrection at Easter. Our present conditions of difficulty call for hope. The family is a privileged locus to fashion this hope and the Father is the main actor for this hope. 
Fatherhood derives its bearing from God the father. Bearing from the biblical metaphor of God as Father, fathers are called to realise in their families, in the Church and in the society those divine qualities as provider, protector, decider etc.
A father has got a great responsibility towards his family and children. A child will go the wrong path if he is not well guided. And fathers assume a greater responsibility in the Christian community on top of their social significance. 
I call on the entire diocese, pastors and priests, religious and lay persons, to further this reflection in the different parishes, organizations and associations. Certainly, more perspectives will be explored as our reflection in this Letter is far from being exhaustive. Our goal is to strengthen the Fathers, both in the society and in Church, to reflect the image of our Heavenly Father who creates, sustains, provides, teaches and secures us. May St. Joseph, foster father of Jesus and patron of fathers, continue to pray for us! Amen.


Prayer to Saint Joseph

To you, O blessed Joseph,
we have recourse in our tribulations;
and while imploring the aid of your most holy Spouse,
we confidently invoke your patronage also.
By that love which united you to the Immaculate Virgin Mother of God,
and by the fatherly affection with which you did embrace the Infant Jesus,
we humbly beseech you graciously to regard the inheritance
which Jesus Christ purchased with his Blood,
and to help us in our necessities by your powerful intercession.

Protect O most provident Guardian of the Holy Family,
the chosen children of Jesus Christ;
Ward off from us, O most loving father,
all taint of error and corruption;
graciously assist us from heaven, 
O most powerful protector,
in our struggle with the powers of darkness,
and as you did once rescue the Child Jesus from imminent peril to his life
so now defend the Holy Church of God 
from the snares of her enemies and from all adversity.

Shield each one of us with your unceasing patronage that,
imitating your example and supported by your aid,
we may be enabled to live a good life, die a holy death,
and secure everlasting happiness in Heaven.
Amen.
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