Fathers as the Spiritual Heads of Families

Father’s Day 2010 – Webster, MA

Men and women can be so different. Many women naturally have certain God-given and blessed gifts: unconditional love, extreme patience, nurturing care, and a deep sense of self-sacrifice. These are the inbred gifts of countless women. Men are so different! 


One night a wife found her husband standing over their baby's crib. Silently she watched him. As he stood looking down at the sleeping infant, she saw on his face a mixture of emotions: disbelief, doubt, delight, amazement, enchantment. Touched by this unusual display of deep emotions, she slipped her arm around her husband with glistening eyes and asked, "A penny for your thoughts?” The husband replied with astonishment, "I just can't see how anybody can make a crib like that for only $46.50."

Well, today on Father’s Day, we want to seriously lift up the most important virtue that fathers should strive to display in their role as the spiritual head of the household. In a Biblical passage that we read at every Orthodox wedding ceremony, St. Paul writes to the Ephesians, “the husband is head of the wife, as Christ is head of the Church.” In today’s world, many people may feel uncomfortable with this teaching of St. Paul because it appears chauvinistic and even unfair. Yet it may help to understand the context and central meaning of this passage.
When St. Paul describes marriage, and thus family life itself, he equates it to a great mystery – a mystery where husbands are compared to Christ and the wives to the Church. Let’s not get stuck on the fact that St. Paul places one person as the head. Instead, we need to understand what type of leadership, of headship, this mystery of marriage entails.
When the Christian father fulfills his role as the spiritual head of the family, he imitates our Lord Jesus Christ’s example of leadership. The Apostle Paul explains, “As Christ loved the Church and gave Himself for her, thus husbands should love their wives” and of course, their entire family. “As Christ loved the Church.” How did Jesus love His Church? By sacrificing his life for her. By humbling Himself and washing her feet. By constantly giving of Himself, and placing the needs of others before His own needs. By doing everything necessary to lift up the other, and help them in their journey of salvation towards God!
You see, when St. Paul exhorted the husband to act as the head of his wife and the spiritual leader of his family, he was not giving the father some special privilege. Instead, he placed the cross of Christian headship upon the man. He called the father to die for his wife and family, to do whatever necessary to ensure that His wife and family would follow him in a journey towards the Kingdom of Heaven.

I say to Presbytera Faith that on the final day, we will either enter paradise together, or not at all. Our journey is a journey together! And I am called to lead that journey, to do whatever I can to ensure that we go forward together, we struggle up that spiritual ladder together, and we walk hand-in-hand towards the Kingdom of God. And in as much as it is in my ability, I will try to teach the way and show the path to each of my children. Here lies the single most important role of the father!
It’s an incredible responsibility and privilege that we possess, and today, on this Father’s Day, I want to lift up this essential spiritual dimension of the day. We can mention many things that fathers should strive to do in their lives – to be loving to their wives, to be present and available to their children, to support and care for their families, to be the protector of their homes, and yet, before all of these responsibilities, in fact above all other callings in life, the father’s greatest responsibility is to lead his wife and family towards the Kingdom of God!
On this Father’s Day, I want all the fathers here present to pause and think for a moment – when our wives reflect on our lives, when our children ponder the legacy that we will leave behind, when our friends will eulogize us, will they think about a person who led his family towards the Kingdom of God? Will they be grateful to God for having a husband and father that showed them how to walk on the path that leads to paradise? Will our children fondly remember how we prayed, how we brought them to Church each week, how we reflected the Christian virtues of mercy and compassion, how we incarnated God’s love in concrete ways to the world around us?

I’m afraid that too many fathers will be remembered for sitting in their chair and watching the ball game, for skipping church to play golf on Sundays, for wasting their time in unedifying entertainment such as casinos, for being the tough guy who didn’t have time for the one thing essential. Why is it that throughout history, women have often fulfilled the role as the pillars of faith, women have been the ones who attend the services, women have been the ones who seem to work out their salvation? Now I truly thank God for the women throughout history who have kept the faith and loved the world in sacrificial ways! Yet today on Father’s Day, our call is to honor our fathers by reminding them and challenging them to live up to their role as spiritual heads of their household! Be true men, in a godly sense, and fulfill your calling as saints!
Let all fathers, together with the mothers, not give in to the weak image of parenthood that contemporary films and movies often ridicule, and which prevails in our modern society. Instead may we struggle and sacrifice, setting an example of holiness by sincerely seeking first the kingdom of God in their lives. As the old proverb says, “A father is worth more than a hundred school masters.” 

Ultimately, the most important lessons that a father can teach his children, and by far the most lasting legacy we can leave our progeny, are for fathers to place God first in their lives, to teach their household to fear the Lord, and then to guide their families by example on this journey into the heights of the Kingdom of Heaven.
A most blessed and joyous Father’s Day to all fathers everywhere!
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