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INTRODUCTION

It is indeed a great joy to be here this morning. I bring you greetings from Emmanuel Methodist Church. Although this is the second time I am speaking at this church, I must say that Cornerstone Doulos is very much a part of my life. For many years now, instead of being in our own church care group, my wife and I have been with the Kelana Jaya care group run by Pastor Micky.

Pastor Micky and Kun Han are of course our neighbours, our dear friends, and, more importantly, our spiritual mentors. When Pastor Micky asked me, back in February, if I could speak here today, I foolishly said yes. Although he gave me ample notice, I only got down to work a few days ago. Journalists may thrive on tight deadlines, but I have never prayed so hard for the Lord to help me prepare this message.

Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be pleasing in your sight, O LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer.

Today, I am pleased to share with you on a topic that is quite a departure from what I have been sharing these past 10 years or so. Today, my message is not about my cancer journeys. Today, I am sharing on something even more exciting, on being a father.

I have been a father for more than 20 years. On August 4, my eldest son Kevin will turn 21. And on December 31, my second son Timothy will turn 18. Considering that I come from a family where there were 9 of us siblings, and my wife comes from a family where there were 10 siblings, by sheer numbers alone, our parenting record is not something to shout about.

But I am sure all you parents here today will agree with me that while we may have smaller families these days, it is equally challenging, if not more so, for us to raise a family in this current generation.

I am a fervent believer that parenting is a two-person job and the role of the father and the mother, though different, complements each other. But because I have been asked to speak on the role of the father, I shall focus on the father aspect this morning.

I joined the workforce in 1979 after finishing Form 6. In these past 30 years, though I have had a chequered career in journalism, in a research organisation and in an environmental group, my greatest joy is to be found in the years I spent at home as a full-time father.

Having been full-time with my boys, in their growing-up years, gives me an extra advantage over many fathers with no such privilege. My standing as a father, even when I am back in the workforce, takes on a new dimension. We are thankful that the ties that bind are strong enough to cope with the challenges faced by many urban families today.

A HUSBAND FIRST, THEN A FATHER

To understand one’s role as a father, we must first look at our role as a husband. When my wife and I got married, it was with a clear understanding that God must be the centre of our lives. I am acknowledged as the head of the household, but we make all decisions in a democratic manner, with Christ as the invisible Head. 

1Corinthians 11:3 says, "But I would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ." This has to be kept in sight. The man is the head of the house, but Christ is still the head of the man. Therefore, the man is responsible to see that all things are done according to the Word of God. He is the one who will be held accountable. 

In my family, I am head. (And I have my wife’s permission to say so!) But seriously, in our 22 years of marriage, I can hardly remember any occasion when I have had to cast the veto. Although my wife and I agree that if we ever disagree on anything, I would have the final say, this veto power rarely comes into use. Among the things we agreed upon before we tied the knot is that work should not be the centre of our lives. God comes first, family second, and everything else a distant third, fourth, and so on.

We would live simply and not let money and materialism control us. We would not entrust the spiritual and mental development of our children to others. We would be true to our marriage vows. Whatever we earn is our money and it does not matter who earns more or less. We certainly do not agree that husbands and wives should have separate bank accounts. 

It was on such foundations of faith in God and mutual respect for each other that we built our parenthood. And how glad we are that we got the basics straight – it helped us to navigate the tricky job of parenting.

PASS THE BATON

When I first became a father, I was so very excited. I was in the delivery room for both births – the sight of those purplish little bodies emerging and the sound of their first cries, are still very much in my memory.

From day one, I resolved that I would take my fatherhood very seriously. And I did. Still, it was a learning process. No two children are alike, and by the same argument, no two parents are alike. 

The reason why so many books continue to be written and parents still pay big bucks to attend parenting courses, confirm that there is no such thing as a “one-size-fit-all” solution to all our parenting needs.

But while there is no such solution from worldly wisdom, there is indeed a solution that can be found in Scripture. 

It took us some years to realise that our sole mission as parents beyond the usual day-to-day issues, is to communicate the real meaning of our faith to our children. 

According to the Christian values which govern our lives, my most important reason for living, for being a father, is to pass on the baton of faith to my children. 

This is crucial as we want them to be truly God’s children and not just “affiliated Christians” just because their parents are Christians. Our children have their own journeys. From the God perspective, He does not have grandchildren or great-grandchildren. Our children must fully acknowledge God as their Father. Our role as earthly fathers is temporary. But what we do in this time is crucial for them. Our children get to know God through us. If we do not show them that our faith is something worthwhile, they may not want to even accept the baton. 

I. Instruct the Children

The father is often seen as the bread winner but it is more important for him to train the children, even though the mother may do a large portion of it. The woman has to be one with her husband in spirit, purpose, and concern to obey God. The father sets the rules of the house because he is the head of the house.

How often today fathers drop the baton and lose the race in this matter - leaving the responsibility of training and teaching the children unto the mothers, or in some cases, to grandparents and even maids.

How often we see discord in the home when children play one parent against another?

Ephesians 6:4 has a specific command to fathers. It says, “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up by training and instructing them about the Lord.”

It is clear here that the Lord wants fathers to take up the responsibility of teaching and training. Fathers must not get so involved with the things of this world that they neglect their duty to teach and train their children.

Proverbs 22:6 says, Train up a child in the way he should go. Even when he is old he will not depart from it. 

How true. Over the years, I have found great joy to teach my children many of God’s most valuable lessons. When they were very young, we would read Bible stories to them, as most parents would. 

But teaching must not be identified with formal lessons, like in a classroom atmosphere, for example. I find that I am able to teach my children on many occasions because I have the time to do so. In my full-time fatherhood days, time was not an issue. But even in my present job, I find that I can still do so because we have set our priorities in the way that do not allow work to control our lives.

In our moments of plays, our walks in the neighbourhood, our shopping, when we read the newspapers or watch TV, the fact that I am there to take on their questions, often provides ample opportunity to impart valuable lessons of the faith.

The Bible says, spare the rod and spoil the child. I am grateful, however, that I have not had to use cane to discipline my children. Instead, I have had many long and tough conversations with them. 

At one time, Kevin described them as my “lectures”, but over the years, he has come to understand that they were not just words to reprimand, but genuine conversations to guide and to help them make their own decisions one day.

In life, our children, like us, will come to many junctions where they have to make their own decisions. My job is not to tell them that they cannot go here or they cannot go there. My job is done when they make their own choice, not because I said so before, but because they know that God is watching, and that there are things that are right by God and things that displease God.

II. Exercise God-given Authority

As I said earlier, parenting is a two-person job and since the husband and wife are one, the mother's responsibility is to fully cooperate in the administration of discipline and training, but in subjection to the rules set forth by the father as the head of the house. It is so important that we understand this. Children know how to play one parent against another. It seems a very natural thing to do. So it must be made clear that you and you wife stand as one.

A father’s authority comes from God. Derek Prince, in his book Husbands and Fathers reminds us that “the fact behind all other facts is that God created the universe as a Father. He left His Father imprint on every aspect of creation. All fatherhood in the universe did not begin on earth, nor did it begine with time or human history. It began in heaven. Ultimately it goes back to the fatherhood of God. 

1Corinthians 11:3 says, "Now I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God."

Paul describes the chain of authority that descends into every family on earth. Your authority as a husband and father, therefore, depends on your submission to Jesus. If you are truly submitted to Him as your Head, all the authority of heaven will flow down through you into your family, and you will function effectively as its head.

Derek further states that if this were not the case, all you put in is your own fleshly effort – you may be the supreme disciplinarian, you may scream and shout at your children – but you will certainly lack one thing, God-given authority that alone can make you an effective head of your family.

A message to the children

I would like to say something to the children at this point. These two things that are very important for you to do are, one, tell the truth and, two, obey your parents.

Children often try to avoid telling their parents the whole truth. From the very first book of the Bible we read about how Adam and Eve responded to God the Heavenly Father when they were caught disobeying Him. God told Adam he could eat from any tree in the garden of Eden except from the tree of Life, and we know what Adam and Eve did. When God asked Adam why he did it, how did Adam answer? “The woman made me do it.” And when God turned to Eve, what did she say? “The serpent made me do it.”

When parents catch their children doing something they are not supposed to do, what is a common reply? “My kor-kor made me do it!” In many homes, there is a heavy price to pay for telling the truth. This should not be the case in Christian homes. Parents, it is important to provide a sense of security, love and forgiveness, so that truth can prevail. 

Secondly, in our Asian culture, we are told that father knows best. Father is always right. I think no earthly father can claim anything of that sort. Only God, our Heavenly Father, is perfect. One thing I told my children from young is that I am certainly far from perfect. I tell them of my faults, I explain to them my weaknesses. Often, when they come to me with their problems, I am able to tell them, “When I was your age, I also went through this. This is part of growing up.”

Children, the point I would like you to remember is that we need to obey our parents, whether they are perfect or not. We need to obey, whether we agree with our father or not. The only reason you could have not to obey, would be if your father tells you to do something that goes against God’s law.

Why do we need to obey? Because it is God’s commandment. Deuteronomy 5:16 says, “Honour your father and your mother, as the LORD your God has commanded you, so that you may live long and that it may go well with you in the land the LORD your God is giving you.”

You may be the best student in school or college, or the most successful person in your new job, but note that if you do not obey your parents, it will NOT go well with you. If you obey, you will be blessed. That is God’s ordained system of authority in the family.

In Colossians 3:20-21, we read: “Children, obey your parents in all things: for this is well pleasing unto the Lord. Fathers, provoke not your children to anger, lest they be discouraged.”

I think this is a beautiful verse that puts things into perspective. Asian fathers, I know, often tend to only want to take the first part of the verse to demand absolute obedience from their children. Let us not forget the second part which makes it the responsibility for fathers not to provoke their children.

(On Friday, a report appeared in The Star about how a 12-year-old Canadian girl took her father to court for grounding her because she disobeyed his order not to spend too much time on the Internet. The father’s lawyer said the disciplinary measures were for the girl’s own protection. She’s a child. At that age, children test their limits and it is up to the parents to set the boundaries, said the lawyer. She has filed an appeal to the federal court to reestablish parental authority and to ensure that the case does not set a precedent). I don’t know about you, but I shudder to think of what would happen if we foresake our Godly duty as parents and allow our children to take us to court .

III. Live Out our Faith

Fathers, all the lessons you impart from the Bible will not mean a thing if you do not live those lessons yourself.

My wife recently pointed out that when we reassure our children that our God provides for all our needs, they know this to be true because they saw it being lived out in our lives, particularly when I was ill with cancer. It is not a theoretical lesson in theology but a very real experience in our lives. 

The children saw for themselves that in our times of need, friends, neighbours and even total strangers have blessed us and shown us that God truly provides. My two journeys with cancer have provided ample lessons on how real God is in our lives.

Do our children see us living out our faith from day to day?

Children connect more to what we do than what we say. When we talk about patience, for example, do our children see us rant and rave on the road? When we talk about unconditional love and forgiveness, do they see us continuing to hold grudges against those who cross us?

When we say, “money is not everything”, do they see us work endless hours to build up our material wealth? When we quote the Bible about not laying up our treasures on this earth, do they see us doing exactly that?

So fathers, be careful what you say and what you do. Your children are watching.

Pastor Micky and Kun Han have always impressed upon us that we are earthly parents for just a little while, so it is important to guide our children to their real Heavenly Father. They showed us this in practice as they are filled with God’s peace when they release their children to their respective ventures overseas, whether for studies or for work.

James Dobson says that our job of letting our children go begin when they are about 2 and end only when they are 21. Through these years, when we gradually let go of the rope bit by bit, come 21, we will be prepared. He says it is when we are not part of their lives through out all these years that letting go becomes very difficult.

When I was a full-time father, I was a full time driver not only to my boys but also to their friends. Today, I am happy that my son gives me a lift to work every now and then. And these days, instead of me “lecturing” him, we have genuine conversations.

The other day, he listened to me patiently as I spoke about my difficult times at work. The next morning, before I left for work, he handed me some pieces of paper, which I still keep in my wallet to this day. They contain Bible verses of encouragement which he had written out himself. The day your sons are able to encourage you, to remind you of the things that really matter in life, and to use lessons from the Bible to do so, perhaps, you can give yourself a pat on the back and say, “Well done, Dad!”

I pray that all fathers here today will understand that you have a critical role to play. And it is not a chore, it is a joy. Do not allow the ways of the world to crowd out what you need to impart to them in their tender years. 

Our children must see God as the Model Father

(Psalm 103:8-14) reads:

The LORD is compassionate and gracious,

       slow to anger, abounding in love.

He will not always accuse,

       nor will he harbor his anger forever;

he does not treat us as our sins deserve

       or repay us according to our iniquities.

For as high as the heavens are above the earth,

       so great is his love for those who fear him;

as far as the east is from the west,

       so far has he removed our transgressions from us.

As a father has compassion on his children,

       so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him;

for he knows how we are formed,

       he remembers that we are dust.

In other words,

The model father is slow to anger

The model father is merciful

The model father does not keep records of wrongs

The model father is full of compassion

The model father is understanding of his children’s limitations

Through our lives, do our children see God, the Model Father?

TIME PERMITTING

Since you all have not fallen asleep so far, allow me to share my experience as full-time father

It is important for us to have father figures in our lives. In these years that I have built up my relationship with my boys, I am thankful that I had a model earthly father myself, even from my pre-Christian days.

I was very much influenced by my father who passed away soon after we got married. My children never got to see him. I often wonder whether, as a son, I lived up to his expectations. I know I probably fell short in many areas. Yet I know that he loved me and all the rest of the family very very much, with the kind of unconditional love that only I begin to slowly understand when I became a father myself.

My Papa was a unionist: he was always fighting to save someone's job, better someone's position. No wonder he was known to one and all as Bapa Soo. Papa taught me about being a good neighbour. He helped and welcomed everyone, of whatever race or religion, into our homes. Today, I do the same.

Although my Papa was not a Christian, he lived out Christian values and I began to appreciate that as I studied the Bible. In many ways, my earthly Papa was like a mirror of my Heavenly Father.

In 1993, I took that step in faith to be a full-time father. My wife and I realised that we could live on one income and that God truly provides. I learnt that there is nothing to be ashamed about being at home. I appreciated what being at home means, and it is actually a lot of hard work. But, oh, what great joy I had with the boys.

We are fervent believers that there can be no quality time without quantity time. Parents must be available at all time and not just at selected time.

Imagine if God were to ration His time with us. Our boys go through their growing up years like everybody else. They too give us our share of their teenage angst but somehow they never appear as big a burden as to those who hardly have any time with their children. The years of bonding pay dividends at this stage of our lives.

In my years at home, I can safely award myself the Father of the Year award. For me, it was FUN, FUN, FUN. (Which is why my wife has to take her turn to stay home to repair the damage to boys’ academic work, but that is another story.) I believe we are committed to having a home that is filled with love and security. It is a home where they feel accepted for who they are. It is a home where love is unconditional.

These pictures show you some precious times that have been stored in our boys’ memory bank. There is a picture of Kevin finally letting go of his training wheels and, as my wife recollects, she can still see how my face glowed at that moment when suddenly he was cycling on his own. There are pictures of our days by the riverside in Ulu Yam, of us watching the solar eclipse, our many trips to the zoo, the beaches, and the hills. 

CLOSING

Finally, in closing, I would like to end by reading a poem written by my boys to me when they gave me a father’s day gift last week. 

Our Pop

Our Pop

What can we say about him?

Our Pop

Collects DVDs like rich folks collect wines

He bubbles with enthusiasm and joy

Even when life and work get him down

Our Pop

Is sometimes hard to keep up with

Sometimes we’re not on the same page

But he’s always there for us

And we’ll always be there for him

Our Pop

Is like one of those poems that doesn’t rhyme

It’s sometimes random and without meaning

And sometimes confuses you

But like all pieces of art they have meaning

They can be funny and profound sometimes

And they always express the truth of the artist

Our Pop

Is the sort who lovingly bugs us to write these things

Year in, year our, without fail, for special occasions

It never gets easier to do something original for our loved ones

But we always do it out of love

And we know from your responses 

That you appreciate all of these things

That we are bugged into doing

Our Pop

Is our guardian, our friend, our mentor and our parent

He is one of many metaphors for a vital part of something

Like a heart, a car engine, or a DVD player

He’s God’s blessing to our family even if we might not say it

So thank God for a great Pop

Happy Father’s Day, Pop

To all fathers, let us endeavour to live out our faith so that our children see God, the Model Father. And in doing so, may we pass on the baton of faith to the next generation.

