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“Men weren’t really the enemy - 

they were fellow victims suffering 

from an outmoded masculine mystique 

that made them feel unnecessarily inadequate 

when there were no more bears to kill.”

-- Betty Friedan
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Reading:  by the Pulitzer Prize winning author Dave Barry, from Dave Barry’s Complete Guide to Guys,  from a chapter headed “Guys Are Not Great at Communicating Their Intimate Feelings, Assuming They Have Any” (p.xx)

This is an aspect of guyhood that is very frustrating to women.  A guy will be reading the newspaper, and the phone will ring; he’ll answer it, listen for ten minutes, hang up, and resume reading.  Finally his wife will say: “Who was that?”


And he’ll say: “Phil Wonkerman’s mom.”


(Phil is an old friend they haven’t heard from in seventeen years.)


And the wife will say: “Well?”


And the guy will say: “Well what?”


And the wife will say: “What did she say?”


And the guy will say: “She said Phil is fine,” making it clear by his tone of voice that, although he does not wish to be rude, he is trying to read the newspaper, and he happens to be right in the middle of an important panel of “Calvin and Hobbes.”


But the wife, ignoring this, will say, “That’s all she said?”


And she will not let up.  She will continue to ask district-attorney-style questions, forcing the guy to recount the conversation until she’s satisfied that she was the entire story, which is that Phil just got out of prison after serving a sentence for murder he committed when he became a drug addict because of the guilt he felt when his wife died in a freak submarine accident while Phil was having an affair with a nun, but now he’s all straightened out and has a job as a trapeze artist and is almost through the surgical part of his sex change and recently became happily engaged to marry a prominent member of the Grateful Dead, so in other words, he is fine, which is exactly what the guy told her in the first place, but is that enough?  No.  She wants to hear every single detail.
Reading:  from Reconstructing Masculinity by Ronald Levant  (p.23)  

The bottom line is that men possess a host of admirable skills and traits - but emotional intelligence isn’t one of them.  And that’s what we need.  Back in our fathers’ and grandfathers’ and great-grandfathers’ day, men and their dependents were better off if they weren’t too emotionally inclined.  Too much emotional self-awareness and sensitivity would only have compromised their ability to do the things a man had to do: withstand long hours of back-breaking, sometimes dangerous work in fields, mines, and factories to provide food and shelter for their dependents; be prepared at all times to lay their lives on the line to rescue their families from danger and protect them from harm; leave their loved ones behind to seek work in distant locales when there was none to be found near home; go off to war - never knowing when or if they’d return - to maim and kill, or be maimed and killed by, other human beings.


And so on.  Hard business required men to harden themselves.  Until as recently as the 1950s, when it was still a man’s job to function as sole financial provider and chief family disciplinarian and decision-maker, being cut off from emotion still served some useful purpose.  But it doesn’t anymore.  The world is changing...

Reading:  a poem entitled "Passing the Orange" by Leo Dangel

On Halloween night

the new teacher gave a party

for the parents.

She lined up the women

on one side of the schoolroom,

the men on the other,

and they had a race,

passing an orange

under their chins along each line.

The women giggled like girls

and dropped their orange

before it got halfway,

but it was the men's line

that we watched.

Who would have thought

that anyone could get them

to do such a thing?

Farmers in flannel shirts,

in blue overalls and striped overalls.

Stout men embracing one another.

Our fathers passing the orange,

passing the embrace - the kiss

of peace - complaining 

about each other's whiskers,

becoming a team, winning the race.
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This morning’s sermon on men’s spirituality and men’s issues was purchased by Lori Davis and Norma Fournier at last spring’s service auction.  (A brief message from our sponsor: “You too can have a sermon made to your own personal specifications.  Mark you calendar today, and attend our next service auction, on April 9th, 2005, for an exciting evening of fun and entertainment.  Thank you.”)

* * *

So what is the current state of men’s issues?

I would like to think we are finally moving away from the traditional macho male stereotype, but our recent presidential elections offered plenty of examples that both candidates still felt the need to present themselves as manly men, virile jocks, tough guys, heroes capable of killing any enemy who threatens our American way of life.  And how about the new governor of California’s recent rhetoric, in which he taunted his political opponents as “girlie men” – a telling choice of words from a man who found fame and fortune portraying macho muscle-bound supermen in the movies.

It would seem the macho male is as popular as ever.  But as attractive as the image of the tough guy may be in our culture, it carries a high cost.  

Ronald Levant identifies several norms traditionally associated with masculinity:  The desire to avoid any behavior that could be considered feminine.  The inclination to restrict one’s emotions, and especially avoid showing fear or sadness, vulnerability or tenderness.  The tendency to separate sex from emotional intimacy, perpetuating the stereotype of man as a stud and woman as a sex-object.   The habit of making one’s self-worth dependent upon achievements and social status, perpetually trying to compete with others.  The need to maintain a stance of self-reliance, and always be able to stand and act alone.  To consider strength, courage and aggression as the highest virtues of manhood.  And, of course, homophobia.

Some of these traits may have been useful at some stage of our history, but today they have become the source of some serious problems for men:  for instance, difficulty in sensing other people’s emotions and an inability to identify and express one’s own feelings.   An over-investment in work.  A discomfort with real sexual intimacy, and an overall lack of relationship skills.  And finally a lack of awareness of – or disregard for – the health risks that arise from a living according to the traditional masculine code.

Terrence Real sees traditional masculinity as the source of male depression, which is amazingly wide-spread today, and yet is only rarely acknowledged since most men strive to appear tough and strong.  Terrence Real writes, “one of the ironies about men’s depression is that the very forces that help create it keep us from seeing it.”  (Men’s Hidden Depression,  p.22)

He continues, “Men’s willingness to downplay weakness and pain is so great that it has been named as a factor in their shorter life span.  The ten years of difference in longevity between men and women turns out to have little to do with genes. Men die early because they do not take care of themselves.  Men wait longer to acknowledge that they are sick, take longer to get help, and once they get treatment do not comply with it as well as women do.” (p.36)

* * *

This reminds me of a story of my father.  Several years ago, he and my mother were visiting friends who had a cottage, far off the beaten path, on a remote hillside in the Austrian Alps.  Their first evening there, after a lavish dinner that surely included some generous alcoholic consumption, they decided to try out their friends’ home-made sauna.  They all squeezed in, enjoyed the heat, and then, one after the other, came out to cool off around a rustic trough fed with cold spring water.  My father, true to form, stayed in longest.  When he finally came out of the sauna, he quietly made a bee line for the water trough, jumped right into it and flipped around like a fish.  It was only when he got out of the water that the others saw the skin on his pack peeling right off.  It turned out that on his way out of the sauna my father lost his balance and fell against the hot sauna oven with his naked back.  One of the friends was a doctor, and said he needed immediate medical attention.  But my father laughed and shrugged it off.  Unwilling to cut their travel plans short he didn’t go to a hospital until two days later, after a long drive home to Frankfurt.  It was only then that he got proper treatment for what turned out to be third degree burns.

What a man.

* * *

I don’t think I am much like my father in this regard.  If I hurt, you’re going to know about it.  Or at least my wife Elaine will.  Whether I am feeling slightly feverish or have a bit of a cough, whether I strained by back moving furniture or got a blister doing yard work, she is going to hear every detail of the surrounding events as well as daily updates as I travel the slow path to recovery.

When I was coming of age, the stereotype of the man’s man seemed to be loosening up.  There was a growing appreciation for the “sensitive male.”  That’s what I considered myself.  I was not drawn to the rough athletic crowd, but was more artistically inclined.  A long-haired bass guitar player in a folk band, I prided myself on being a good listener, sensitive and empathetic.

Going to seminary in Berkeley, California, I honed my sensitive masculinity.  I learned to express my feelings, and share emotional experiences with my peers.  I grew comfortable shedding tears in public.  And I formed a men’s group with fellow seminarians, that was inspired by Robert Bly’s contributions to the men’s movement.

For years since then I haven’t put much thought to the examination of masculine identity.  Been there, done that, I figured.  

* * *

But much has changed in my life since my school days.  I have become a husband and a father and a bread-winner.  And the demands of adulthood have had an effect on my emotional life.

If truth be told, despite my sensitive streak, I find I am not immune to the dynamics of traditional masculinity.  I find the sometimes insightful and sometimes trite wisdoms of popular books on male/female relationships - Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus or You Just Don’t Understand – Women and Men in Conversation -  these themes do ring true.  Some of Ronald Levant’s observations about the emotional life of men do match my own experience.  And, though I hate to admit it, even Dave Barry’s caricatures strike a chord.    

* * *

The persistence of the, seemingly outdated, traditional male role in our society is remarkable.  The male tendency to stifle the emotional life, in the hopes of attaining the ideal of a tough, hard-working, and self-sufficient man, is so prevalent, it is easy to believe men are simply born to be this way.  It is easy to believe men are biologically destined to be emotionally out of touch.

And yet research shows that the exact opposite is true.  Studying infants has shown that actually baby boys are not less emotionally aware than baby girls, but more so.  Baby boys are not less emotionally expressive than baby girls, but more so. 

“[Boys] startle more easily, become excited more quickly, have a lower tolerance for tension and frustration, become distressed more quickly, cry sooner and more often, and fluctuate more rapidly between emotional states…   Boys remain more emotional than girls at least until six months of age.”  (Levant p.31)  However, this natural inclination changes as a child grows older.  By the time boys are two years old, they have become less verbally expressive than girls.  By the time they are six, their faces are less expressive than the faces of girls.

Mothers and fathers teach boys to camouflage their feelings and grow emotionally more inattentive, indirect and inarticulate.  Parents react differently to daughters and sons. Because girl babies are emotionally less excitable and more agreeable, mothers interact more with them, expose them to “a greater variety of emotional expressions and teach them, in the process to become more astute observers and decoders of emotional cues.”  One study showed that when “girl babies expressed pain, mothers responded 22 percent of the time.  But when boy babies expressed pain, mothers ignored them.” (Levant p.33-34)  

Judy Chu writes, as children grow older, “‘the [parents’] actions can be as subtle as asking a girl what’s wrong when she’s crying but patting a boy on the head and saying, ‘You’re OK; now get back out there.’  The result can be emotional isolation that starts in boyhood and plagues men in middle age, often with emotional and even physical consequences.”  (U.S. News and World Report, July 30, 2001)

But the fact that men have been taught to hide their emotions, to the point that they hide them from themselves, does not mean their emotional sensitivity has disappeared.  It has merely gone underground.  Studies that measure the responses of women and men to emotionally charged images, revealed that while women responded more through verbal and facial expressions, men had more intense physiological responses, as measured by monitors attached to their skin.  Men’s internal responses arose quicker, were stronger, and took longer to calm down than women’s.  Even though their facial and verbal expressions revealed nothing.  (Levant p.61) 

The image of the traditional manly man is not a biological necessity, but to a large degree a social construction.  Just as many men were taught to put a lid on their emotions, they can also learn to lift that lid, and to draw out what lies within.  Ronald Levant has developed a therapeutic approach that encourages men, who have grown emotionally inarticulate, to broaden their emotional vocabulary.  Simply finding more words to describe emotions becomes a first step to identifying one’s own emotional experiences, articulating them, and finally becoming more attuned to the emotional expressions of others.

* * *

There may have been a time when it made sense to teach men to be tough and strong, impervious to physical pain and emotional distress.  It was a time of scarcity, a time of danger, a time hardship.  

But the world is changing.  The world today doesn’t need men who have hardened themselves for the hard business at hand.  

We live in a land of unprecedented abundance, a land of financial and natural wealth, a land of unparalleled military power and economic might.

If we perpetuate an out-dated model of masculinity in the lives we live, in the children we raise, in the heroes we admire, and in the leaders we elect, we create a society of  people who are out of touch not only with the world within themselves, but also out of touch with the world around them.  

Then this country’s very abundance, prosperity, and strength, that could help us soften our hearts and open our minds – our abundant resources will be used to recreate the kind of world in which traditional masculinity arose, and for which traditional masculinity is best suited – a world of fierce competition, of danger, and of hardship.

This is not the world we truly want.  This is not the world even the most masculine of men truly want.  It may be the world we have come from, but it is not the world we long for.

Deep down, even under the hardest shell, there is a heart that longs to feel.

Deep down, under anger, under pain, under depression, and under confusion, there is a heart that longs reach out to others.

Deep down, even farmers in flannel shirts,

in blue overalls and striped overalls, stout men,

want to embrace one another, exchanging the kiss of peace,

complaining about each other’s whiskers,

becoming a team.

Deep within each of us is a heart yearning for love.

May we learn to listen to our heart’s deepest longing.

May we dare to follow our heart’s deepest call.

Amen.
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