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Author's Note:
This book does not in any way replace the help a man can get through professional medical and mental professionals, but it will describe what he can do outside those influences to assist those professionals in helping him.
I am only going to deal in generalities in this book; those generalities common to most situations. The professionals who assist the individual man need to work with the specifics as I am just a faceless name who doesn’t know the person in question - please read this book in that light. Look upon me as simply a traveler on a very long journey, and I can tell you what's been happening along way.
I am unashamedly a religious person and have a deep abiding faith that the Divine is there to assist me on this journey. I am not trying to proselyte with this book; likewise I am certainly not ashamed of the role religion and spirituality has played in my life and I seek to share that aspect of it. As a Christian and more specifically a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), religion and Deity has been one of the major forces for Good in my life.
All names have been changed to protect the person’s privacy. Each story in this article was told to the author personally.
One last very important disclaimer. What the mind goes through when a man is going through depression, trauma, or despair is not logical and does not make sense, so don’t try to make sense out of it. One of the reasons a man going through all of this is so severely misunderstood is because it’s so impossible to understand if you have not yet walked that path.
Part One of this book is a series of five articles I wrote in 2007 for an on-line magazine; I have edited them slightly for this book. They were written for a specific religious audience, and I have tried to edit them to make them personable to all. My personal religious beliefs still do shine through in several places, however. You need to know that “Primary” is the children's auxiliary in our church.
Chapter One talks about what the people around a grieving, depressed, or traumatized man can do for him. Why is this the first chapter? Because his friends will read this book before he will – once they've read this, they will get him to read it.
Chapter Two talks about what that man can do for himself.
Chapter Three discusses the role music and other arts plays in helping to calm the beasts. Of note, most of the music discussed are hymns. I am unashamedly a religious person and have always found great solace in the hymns. If you are not so much a religious person, there are still great principles discussed as to the role music and other arts can play in helping you.
Chapter Four discusses life after the storms have begun to clear. Yes, for some it's a whole new world, and here are some tips on how to begin that new life.
Chapter Five was written at the request of men who'd read the first four articles and requested I write a letter to their wives. Many 'modern' women will seriously belittle or discount this chapter, and they will belittle and discount me for having written it, but it is from the heart of many depressed men as to what their wife can do for them. If you are a woman who has begged your man to open up to you on this subject, here it is.
Many people kindly wrote when these articles were first published and remarked that the principles I've written about concerning 'Men and Depression' apply to women as well. While this is very true and I'm glad you see this, please forgive me if I continue to talk about the men – they have been a forgotten group for too long, and they have need for me to continue to draw attention to them.
“The Sunday after our baby passed away,” recounted Aaron, “church members surrounded my wife and children and showed them all the love they could.” Aaron paused. “But no one even approached me or spoke to me. After all, 'real men' don‘t hurt.' It was a month before anyone talked to me. This rejection hurt worse than the baby's death!”
Society’s myth that ‘real men’ don’t hurt or grieve is in fact a myth. Men hurt and grieve in equal numbers as women, but society demands they deny it and not deal with it for several reasons. In his role as protector and provider for the family, a man must continue on for the family’s continued protection and survival, regardless of the events around him; he must push aside his feelings for the good of the family. Also, the man is by nature the rock upon which their family leans when traumatic events occur; only after the family has recovered does nature allow him to emotionally deal with the event. But because everyone else has recovered, they wonder what his problem is instead of remembering that he has been busy getting them through the healing process and is only now able to face the situation himself. Hence, no natural support base exists for the man to lean on, and he is left alone and misunderstood.
Additionally, society in general rejects the idea that men can be victimized. ‘Everyone’ knows that certain violent, traumatic crimes either can’t happen to men, or they assume that what happened to him is ‘punishment’ for not adequately defending himself or for allowing it to happen to him through sinful living or by being 'too dumb' to prevent it. Hence male victims remain unaided and neglected by disbelieving family, friends, clergy, and law enforcement.
You Are Your Brother's Keeper
Many well-meaning men excuse their neglect of their troubled brother by saying it’s simply male nature to ‘leave him alone to work things out on his own’. “It’s what he’d want us to do,” echoes even through church halls all too often, excusing all from aiding their brother. While this may be the natural order of things, we must remember that the “natural man is an enemy to God” (Mosiah 3:19, Book of Mormon).
The Book of Mormon prophet Alma outlined specific qualifications for church membership with no exception for gender:
“…as ye are desirous to come into the fold of God, and to be called his people, and are willing to bear one another’s burdens, that they may be light; Yea, and are willing to mourn with those that mourn; yea, and comfort those that stand in need of comfort…”
(Mosiah 18:8-9, Book of Mormon)
Aaron went on to suffer suicidal depression, not because of the baby’s death, but because of the rejection he felt from men who believed that ‘giving him space’ and ‘allowing him privacy’ was the manly thing to do, even though he was literally crying for help. He cites the love and fellowship of the women at church as the reason he’s still alive – they alone took him under their wing and nurtured and comforted him, and they didn’t let go until he was able to handle daily life again.
Men are Allowed to Grieve and be Traumatized
There are many events and conditions that traumatize and grieve a man. The death of a friend or loved one, poor health, a sudden disability, divorce, a vicious or violent crime, and loss of employment are among the issues which can cause worry, stress, depression, and trauma. Additionally, many find their employment putting them into violent situations or working with the aftermath of violence. Law enforcement, fire fighters, paramedics and other emergency workers, medical professionals, and military members can deal with violence and its aftermath on a daily basis, wearing down their mind and spirit. He ends up building mental barriers to the situations as well as automatic, unconscious responses to protect his own sanity which can do harm to himself and to those around him. This condition is called Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. The U.S. Department of Veteran’s Affairs has posted an excellent website on Post Traumatic Stress at:
http://www.ncptsd.va.gov/facts/general/fs_what_is_ptsd.html
Men are not the only ones affected – any witness or victim of a disaster or crime can experience this trauma.
Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome
Here are very four basic facts concerning Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD):
One, a traumatic event (natural or man-made) occurs in which the person witnesses, experiences, or is victimized by actual or threatened death, injury, or violence - and they respond with intense fear, horror, or helplessness.
Two, after the event, they continue to re-experience the events along with the associated emotions through their recollections of fear or helplessness, nightmares, flashbacks, or other psychological distress.
Three, the affected person begins to avoid emotional stimuli, becoming emotionally numb in order to stop the memories, thus cutting themselves off from much of normal living.
Four, the person is in a constant vigil to insure the event does not happen again, becoming highly irritable and even experiencing severe sleeping difficulty.
What Can I Do?
The ‘natural man’ (one not striving to achieve a divine nature) does his best to show comfort to another man by giving a firm handshake, mumbling honest, well-meant words, and parting before either shows emotion. If they’re especially close they may make eye contact or touch each other’s shoulder. Sadly, there are many times a man needs much more than a handshake! The following is a list of things to do and remember.
1. Know the man and how he handles his emotions.
Some individuals really don’t need or want comfort in times of crisis; others just think they don’t. Others cry out for it. It is a mistake to label all men as “don’t need or want” simply because of their gender. When this is done, stereotypes prevail and those in need go unaided.
2. Don’t let him struggle alone.
Bert was a leading member of his church council prior to a bout of depression. His depression was so severe that he was released from the church council so he could work through his depression. Unfortunately, the belief that he should be left alone prevailed to the point that others were told to wait for Bert to contact them. After a year of being left alone, Bert was sufficiently convinced he was unwanted and uncared for that he didn’t return to church, even after the depression subsided. Two years later he was approached to teach in the children's auxiliary, which he did with great love and compassion for the children, but his mistrust for the adults who ‘abandoned’ him persisted. It was only through the childlike love of a children's class that Bert realized he was still loved and slowly came back to full activity. There was no judging or diagnosing by the children; just innocent and honest love.
People dealing with severe issues such as depression see this lack of contact as a statement of their worth to those whom they perceive have ‘abandoned’ them, and a person can not perceive abandonment unless there has first been a close or emotional attachment; hence these feelings show that the person perceived a tie that has been severed.
Once you have prayerfully visited the troubled man to see what aide you can give, you will know if he should be left alone or not. Most people, however, need human interaction to help them validate their grief or trauma, understand it, and to talk and heal. When working with a troubled man it is important to give the help and comfort he needs; not what you insist he accept. If he truly does need to be left alone, let him know you are available ‘just in case’ and then check up on him with a frequency that will not make him uncomfortable. Such contacts can be disguised as simply fellowship visits or as an offering of baked goods to show you are thinking of him.
If, however, he needs to be surrounded by love, then by all means surround him with love. Don’t deny him fellowship and nurture just because he is a man.
3. Don’t set blame, judge, or diagnose.
Violence and tragedy is more often caused by being in the wrong place at the wrong time than by personal transgression. Depression is rarely brought on by immoral living. Divorce is not always the man’s fault. Just because a man is sick, traumatized, depressed, or grieving does not automatically mean he has sinned.
Jared lived a happy, ideal life until his wife confessed to an affair and announced she wanted to marry her boyfriend. As details of her affair became public, friends, neighbors, and even congregational members gathered around her to comfort her while rejecting and shunning Jared, even though they understood her role in the break-up. Jared stopped attending his church until he moved to a new place, the previous congregations using his inactivity as ‘proof’ of his guilt.
Judging a person’s religious worthiness is for the bishop or minster alone; the Lord allows no others that responsibility and has even warned: “Judge not… for with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged” (Matthew 7:1-2, New Testament). Diagnosing the source of a person’s depression or trauma is for the individual and the mental health professional to discover. And, judging a person’s fault in divorce is the work of the courts. The rest of us should fear to tread these waters while concentrating on the command to “bear one another’s burdens… to mourn with those that mourn… comfort those that stand in need of comfort…” (Mosiah 18:8-9, Book of Mormon)
It’s important to remember you are not a mental health professional; you cannot make the decisions a professional would make. But if the situation warrants more help than comfort, love, and fellowship can handle, then the sufferer should be encouraged to seek the proper professional assistance. Where various Family Social Services exists they can help with such immediate diagnosis and outline a plan of treatment. In extreme cases the sufferer may need to be forced to accept help; this should only be done by the proper medical, mental health, or legal authorities.
4. You aren’t qualified to set expectations.
People handle grief, depression, and trauma at their own speed, and those around them must allow for this. Leave the goal-setting to the individual and the professionals; the rest of us must simply love and fellowship.
Men and women in the armed forces are currently experiencing battlefield situations, and when they return home they need us to understand that they have been through traumatic experiences. Many will experience PTSD for years; some for the rest of their life. They do not need well-meaning 'helpers' forcing them to talk and heal according to the helper’s timetable. They also do not need people telling them ‘it’s all in your head; get over it.’ What they need is for friends and neighbors to welcome them home and ask what they need in order to return to civilian life. They need church members and leaders willing to educate themselves about PTSD and ask: ‘How does this affect you?’ and ‘What can I do to help?’
Franklin wasn’t able to attend church meetings when he returned from Iraq because his mind would not let him enter a ‘non-secured’ building – the reaction of having to guard himself still too strong. Additionally, the noise and confusion level of children and adults shouting and rushing through the church building's hallways was too much noise and confusion for him to maintain any sense of calm – flashbacks of shootouts in narrow, dark streets occurred every time he tried to stay in the building. Unfortunately, it takes time to get over a flashback incident; it took several days for him to calm down after each attempt to attend church. This trauma was the same when he tried to go shopping in a crowded store or even walk down the sidewalk of a busy neighborhood - and any other unknown situation he encountered of the same nature. His bishop was unsympathetic until another bishop, a military veteran, came to call and educated him on PTSD.
Franklin’s in-laws were also unsympathetic and demanded he return to being the person he had been before the war– they thought they knew better than the mental health officials who had rated Franklin a life-time case of PTSD. Worse yet, they accused him of making it all up and demanded he admit there was really nothing wrong and act accordingly. Finally they attempted to destroy Franklin’s marriage so their daughter and sister could have a ‘normal’ life.
Family members must realize they can not judge or diagnose what they are not trained to recognize. They need to learn from and work with their returning soldier, just as they would a traumatized police officer, firefighter, paramedic, medical professional, or a victim of violence who has reached the point that they have seen and experienced too much and can not face anymore.
Only when the returning service member feels trust and respect from those around them will they be able to talk about their war experience. Trust is the single most important factor in the rehabilitation process; without it you simply become one of 'the enemy' trying to force them to do something they cannot yet do. This applies to all who suffer from PTSD, man or woman; on or off a battlefield. The only thing we non-professionals can do to help the healing process is to love, accept, and help them according to their needs; not ours. Our attempts to force them to heal according to our expectations will do more damage than good – the recovering man (or woman) will lose what little trust and faith they have been able to develop in you; a trust that may never be regained.
5. Don’t be afraid to touch a touchable man.
Many cultures, religions, and societies have legal or moralistic rules concerning physical contact. Within cultures where physical contact is allowed, there are still personally-perceived boundaries and as well as moral and social implications as to how, when, why, and how publicly a man allows himself to be touched. Such standards and perceptions must be respected, but at the same time the comforter needs to know the man and understand what boundaries he has or has not set. Allow the Spirit to direct you in knowing when you can put an arm around a man’s shoulder and when you can hug him or even take him in your arms to let him cry.
“I don’t know what to say!” exclaimed a caring church woman at church when Carl and his children came to church three days after he and his wife experienced a still-birth. Carl’s reply was simple: “When you don’t know what to say, then hug.” She immediately hugged him, not letting go until she felt her hug had adequately expressed her love and concern. A year later she confided in Carl that his simple advice had changed her entire outlook. “I don’t have to cure all the ills,” she told him; “I just need to comfort and assist those who are going through them!”
David’s coworker gave birth to twins, one of which died at birth and the other after a year of operations to correct birth defects. He attended the funeral mass for the second baby and then made his way down the receiving line to express his condolences. He saw everyone hug the mother but merely shake the father’s hand – including the grieving father’s own family! The Spirit whispered, and after hugging the mother he pulled the tall man’s head down to his shoulder and whispered: “God loves you, Boy.” The father held on to David and cried for many minutes, and David didn't let go until the father had had his cry. David’s coworker told him later that through all the trial and sorrow he had been the first man to show any kindness or thought to her husband, and his simple act of kindness literally gave her back her husband.
Among men who do not normally touch, a shared hug in a moment of tragedy or crisis becomes a silent, sacred bond never forgotten. On the other hand, a man who is comfortable with such contact perceives its absence in a moment of tragedy or crisis as a rejection that will also never be forgotten.
6. Listen with our mouths closed.
Those of us who are not trained therapists must know and accept our limitations in giving advice to the troubled man. The best work we can do is often with our ears open and our mouths firmly closed. We can listen and we can sympathize; we can suggest a few things, such as thoughts of inspiration. But we cannot conduct therapy or tell him what to do to heal from the situation. The most important thing is to let him know he is believed, loved, and cared for. Often what a man needs is a listening ear; a sounding board. We cannot do that with our mouth open, ready to give directions.
Often the greatest sermon we can give the hurting man is allowing our tears to be seen as we listen. This requires no words and says more than all the lectures he has probably already heard.
One of the most thoughtless, harmful things we can say is: “I know how you feel.” That phrase should be banished from our lips and our mind. Unless we have been through the exact same situation we do not know how he feels, and he already knows this. Louis, a member of the Army Reserve who served in Iraq, came home and tried to talk to his father about what he’d witnessed and survived. Well intended, his father’s reply was “I know how you feel.” In Louis’ mind, as with other veterans, this was taken as an invalidation of his experiences and feelings, because his father had never been in the military or on a battlefield. His father was perceived as a 'lair' for having made the remark, and a door was closed to talking with him. Louis now only speaks to fellow veterans about his war experiences.
The listener can not discount the man’s impression of what happened to him to cause the issues he's trying to resolve. The listener may not think the situation is or was as bad as the man thinks, but a personal perception of an event is a reality and should not be invalidated or minimized. The sufferer's feelings must be respected; we need to treat him and the situation as if it is as bad as he perceives until competent mental health professionals can help him see the situation in a truer light; they may even validate that the man is correct about the seriousness of the situation, at which time we need to correct our view of the situation to better aide him. If, for instance, Franklin’s church was serious about his inability to remain in a confused, confined situation due to battlefield flashbacks, they might work to turn their noisy, confusion-ridden hallways into something far more calm and reverent. They might also stop trying to save pennies and turn the hallway lights on, removing the appearance of the dark, narrow streets in which Franklin had participated in so many gun battles. And, his bishop might read the offered book on PTSD so he can better understand and assist Franklin and his wife.
On the other hand, if you are also a victim or survivor of what the man is going through, please identify yourself to him as such! Then he will listen! Then he will know there's someone who understands.
7. Don’t be afraid of a man’s emotions.
When women cry, people gather to comfort and console her. When a man shows emotion, those same people turn and run while laughing at or condemning him for his show of weakness. It is no wonder the troubled man feels abandoned!
Never tell a troubled man to cry or to stop crying. Allow him the blessing of his emotions acting on their own and in their own time. Recognize that his God-given emotions are as valid and as honest as a woman’s emotions. Men who trust each other in this respect gain an honest and devoted friendship time will not tear apart. It builds a fellowship that will last past the grave.
Aaron, spoken of at the beginning of this article, never met a man who would allow him to express himself with any hint of emotion, even within his own family – every time emotion started showing they would hush him up or walk away. After ten years he still feels a barrier between himself and other men that may never be removed. He continues to struggle to attend his church meetings because of this perceived barrier.
8. Don’t be afraid to be emotional yourself.
Franklin speaks fondly of the Army's ‘final role call’ ceremony for fallen comrades – the entire battalion assembles for role call, and each soldier answers as their name is called out - until the name of the fallen is called. The name is called three times in memory of the fallen. All five-hundred-plus soldiers are unashamed of their tears as they remember their comrade and console one another. Hugs and other forms of compassion are neither rationed nor spared. The bond built between soldiers not only holds them together but teaches them what real brotherhood can do in uniting men - and women - in supporting and consoling one another.
“Jesus wept” (John 11:35, New Testament) as he reached the home town of his newly-deceased friend Lazarus and began comforting the mourners. Even though He knew what he was about to do, He still took time to validate the mourners’ feelings and comfort them before calling his friend from the tomb. Later, He wept over the condition of Jerusalem and its wickedness (Luke 19:41, New Testament). If Christ is our true example of Manhood, dare we spare our emotions from a brother in need? Should we be ashamed to show our emotions or deny our brother the comfort of our compassion?
The scriptures are full of ‘real men’ who displayed their emotions. Strong, burly Esau wept at his reunion with the quieter, gentler Jacob (Genesis 33:4, Old Testament); Joseph, second in authority only to Pharaoh, wept while dealing with his brothers and father, once so that all of Egypt heard (Genesis 43:30; 45:2; 46:29, Old Testament). King David, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and the Apostle Peter all wept. Mormon and Moroni (Book of Mormon) grieved over the condition of their people. Jehovah Himself revealed to the Old Testament prophets his own weeping and anguish. Scripturally speaking, the man who shows his emotions in grief and mourning and in aide to another is in fine and righteous company.
Mental health practitioners have great compassion for those they help, but they must maintain a professional attitude while working with a client; following a strict code of ethics which defines the level of detachment they must maintain to protect the client. So even though a man accepts the help of a therapist, our assistance in mourning, comforting, and carrying his burden (ref. Mosiah 18:8-9, Book of Mormon) needs to continue – we are, after all, our brother's keeper (Genesis 4:9, Old Testament).
9. Don’t be afraid to commit acts of kindness.
LeRoy and his wife were mourning the death of a child, coping with their emotions while comforting their surviving children. Life was bearing down on them when there was a knock at the door and in came Charles and Pam, carrying an armful of card and board games. They announced they had come to spend the evening playing with the children. Seeing a night of blessed relief, LeRoy’s wife retreated to the quiet of the bedroom. But LeRoy stood and watched, mystified at the spirit of peace and calm that had come over the home. Charles finally looked up and informed LeRoy that he could go do what he wanted; everything was under control. He went to his computer room, put his head down on the desk, and slept. Recently LeRoy reminded Charles and Pam about that night, and their reply was that they didn’t remember it. LeRoy told them that they might not remember but he would never forget. Such acts of kindness in a moment of crisis bind people, quorums, and wards together in a way that will never be forgotten and always cherished.
Sometimes helping take the man’s mind off his trauma for a short time is a great blessing. Fighting chronic depression, John was literally hiding in his garage one Saturday when he heard the sweet purr of a large automobile engine in his driveway - it was a fellow church member who owned an expensive sports car. The man invited John for a drive, and they drove for several hours before stopping for lunch. Afterwards, the man handed the keys to John to drive the car on the return drive. They talked about everything but John’s depression throughout the day, and the fellowship between the two men helped lift John to a condition where could face attending church the next day, having been silently reminded that someone cared.
Help for the Caring, Comforting Wife
While the principle of Self-Reliance is very good, this principle has never been twisted to the point that a husband and wife should think they are independent of each other – self-reliance is to be practiced as a couple and as a family.
Just as a man is the first and foremost resource in loving, comforting, and consoling his wife, she is his front-line love, comfort, and consolation. Often a spouse’s love and comfort is the greatest mental and emotional medicine available, and with liberal applications many of the world’s ills can be regularly counteracted. Conversely, the absence of this medication only deepens the wounds. These times of trial are when a marriage union is cemented surer and more securely than through decades of easy, comfortable times. Without this mutual aide and protection from life’s ills, a husband and wife will grow apart and eventually find comfort and consolation in other places.
A husband and wife cannot fail each other during trying times. In order to succeed, they need to know that there are resources in the community and the church who are willing to respond not only to the suffering man’s needs but to help the wife as she copes with her role as her husband's first-line defense against the world. Because the entire family suffers when one of its members suffers, church leaders need to be aware of available church and community resources to help both the suffering man and his defending, consoling wife and offer those resources to both as they are needed.
Parting Thoughts
“… I say unto you, be one; and if ye are not one ye are not mine.”
(Doctrine & Covenants 38:27)
A man who needs help is seen by today’s society as a loser who can’t make it through life. He is looked upon as a whiner and complainer. Society then preys upon him to pull him down even further, punishing him for his cry for help.
One of the purposes of the church is to be a community of brothers and sisters who are helping one another in whatever way needed. A grieving or traumatized man or woman needs to be able to come to church and find solace and comfort. Resolution is not always within the leaders’ or members’ grasp, but comfort and aide and solace should always be available as they assist the man in finding and receiving the help he needs. As this is done, a bond of brotherhood and friendship will develop akin to the scriptural injunction of being One with his fellow members.
Just as in marriage, a congregation is strengthened through the difficulties they face and overcome together; strengthened with bonds that will carry them through the easy times and help them to love, to show compassion, and to assist the next brother in need.
Overwhelmed with the positive response to the first “When a Handshake Isn’t Enough” article, which discussed what we can do to help our troubled brother, I have been urged to continue on with this theme. A friend suggested I talk about what the grieving, depressed, or traumatized man can do to help himself. “Having been through as much depression as you have,” she explained, “you’ve got to have a few tips to help others.”
Yes, I do have a few tips. But as I’ve written this article, guided by He Who Guides All Good Things, I have discovered that to do so I must tell more about where I’ve been than I have ever shared before. I did not want to do this, but the response to the first article brought home to me that those of us who have been on the journey need to break our silence not only to give aide and hope to those now on the journey, but also to their loved ones and friends. So with the gentle but firm prompting of the Spirit I have taken a fearful but courageous breath and typed on.
Where I’ve Been
When the 2007 shootings at Virginia Tech were unfolding, leaving so many innocents dead, I watched with horror and then with tremendous sorrow. What hit me the hardest, however, was a few days later when I read excerpts of the killer’s videotaped message. In complete shock I called my wife and tearfully confessed that as I read those excerpts I heard each one of them in my own voice; as if it were me speaking. Everything he said was as if from my heart from ten years previous, when I first went through suicidal depression! “I guess if I needed proof of how far I’ve come in the past ten years,” I told my wife, “That would be it.”
What was the difference between me and the student who went on the killing rampage? The only difference I could see was that when I had the chance to get help I took that chance. Ten years later I still have bouts of depression, but I now know what to look for and what to do. And that’s the journey I’d like to share, pointing out some of the mile markers for others to watch for.
How Men Set Themselves Up
One of the surest ways we men keep ourselves depressed, grieving, or traumatized is by thinking that we're not meeting some mysterious expectation of how a Real Man would react in the situation that has us distressed or despairing. All men are different and yet are all equally men. Because we are all different, we all react differently to negative events in our life. Don't let stereotypes tell you how you should react and then make you feel a failure because you didn't measure up to a stereotype.
If I were asked what makes a Real Man, here’s the attributes I would list: A Real Man does what is best for him, his wife, and his family; not just what is easy or ‘natural’. A Real Man seeks his wife’s and his minister's council, seeks the Holy Spirit’s guidance, and follows all this guidance in faith and righteousness.
Notice that these parameters still leave us free to be the best and most manly cowboys, astronauts, policeman, firemen, soldiers, dancers, and poets we can possibly become. So let’s throw out all those other expectations and center our manliness on these simple things that make a Real Man.
Hold It In and Admit to Nothing!
Too many men internalize their problem, trials, and fears and think men aren't supposed to let them out. This is the surest, most direct path to ulcers, depression, hopelessness, and suicide that I know of. It may make you a man in someone's eyes, but it makes you a dead man. Letting it out is more manly than dying with your secrets.
Too many men are afraid of their emotions. Fear, my brothers, is an emotion all in itself. Our emotions are divinely given tools; our challenge is to use them correctly.
Too many men think it unmanly to admit to having a problem. This only makes them liars, and that's not very manly either. The courage it takes for a man to speak openly about a problem is a step that builds the man and does not tear him down.
Too many men don't believe anyone else can understand what they are going through; therefore there's no one they can talk to. Do we really as a gender believe that in the 6,000 years of Earth's recorded history we have suddenly come upon a new and original trauma? I don't know why, but yes, that's what we think.
Too many men think it's unmanly to ask for help. Even as children the male has trouble with this issue. I watch my grandson struggle and cry because he's too short to get up into a swing by himself, but he'd rather die than ask for help. I just shake my head when he's told that all he has to do is ask for help, but through his tears he puts on his defiant little face and refuses. I think the Lord made us this way so that we’d develop initiative and figure out how to do things to better take care of our families, but that’s just my guess.
Dear brothers, no man who has walked the face of this earth was perfect except for Jesus Christ, and the fact that He was 'man enough' to ask for help is clearly documented in the Gospels:
“… Father, if thou be willing, remove this cup from me: nevertheless not my will, but thine, be done. And there appeared an angel unto him from heaven, strengthening him.”
(Luke 22:42-43, New Testament)
During your journey though despair in whatever form, you will plead with the Father to remove the cup you have been given. Do not doubt that God your Heavenly Father sends angels to strengthen you, because throughout my long journey I know I have not walked alone. Heavenly Father does not leave us alone. Even if we have not asked for or recognized them, angels are present and waiting for us to turn to God and seek His help.
We Are Never in Control
It is a wonder that we men do not need to be 'in control' when positive, happy things are happening to us – we lose all need to be in control and are simply able to go along for the ride. But let one negative, bad thing happen and suddenly our need to control the situation is out in full force! I think one of the reasons that being in control is so ingrained into the man is so he can better care for and protect his family. But anything can be taken too far!
We must realize that there are situations we can never control, no matter how hard we kill ourselves trying. All we can do is control our reactions to them. This is what a mental health professional can teach us to do. It is not a shame to learn how to control our reactions; it makes us better men to do so.
What we can't control we feel we need to fix. But what about the times it's ourself we need to fix and not the situation?
Never Let Anger Win
There is a point in this dark journey in which we perceive that everything happening to us is everyone’s else's fault. You are angry at the people you perceive as making you depressed. You are angry at the people who traumatized you. You are angry at the dead or dying who are causing you to grieve. You are angry at the people you think should care but don’t appear to. You are angry with everyone who should have already guessed what you're going through but haven't come to you to help or at least say a kind word. You are angry with everyone in the world.
I will not lie to you: this level of anger feels good! It overpowers you and fuels your mind like nothing else can. Its seduction is greater even than drugs or sex. It makes you feel all-powerful like nothing else can. It is addictive and does not let go. Just the memory of it from a decade ago makes me feel powerful.
In every good science fiction or fantasy story there is always a bad guy who becomes all-powerful – through hate and anger, and that power eventually destroys him. Picture the demon in the 'Night on Bald Mountain' segment of Disney's original FANTASIA. Picture Anakin Skywalker becoming Darth Vader. That is a very small glimpse of the gratification Anger gives the depressed, traumatized, and grieving man. And it feels far too good to not let it have its way.
Do not get into a fight in this stage of your journey! Don’t go looking for a fight, and avoid fights that come looking for you. Your mind is NOT in the condition it needs to be in to determine if you’re facing a legitimate threat or not! You will end up in jail for taking the fight too far. Your anger is so deliciously gratifying that you will not stop until you are stopped by an external force – a policeman’s bullet, for instance.
When you walk away from a fight that your emotional and mental state is telling you to jump into, then you are walking away from the darkness of the world and into God’s manhood.
From Anger to Hopelessness
Once you realize that the only truly satisfying outlet for this ungodly level of Anger is to either hurt someone (or a whole group of someone's) or to hurt yourself, if there is a shred of sanity left in you then you realize that either path is not right and you simply cannot do it. All that power and nothing you dare do with it! This leaves you feeling more hopeless than the sane being can understand. Hopeless for the Now and Hopeless for the Future. Suddenly, Life is no longer worth living or functioning or even trying.
This hopelessness is as devastating as the anger was powerful. Whereas anger left you feeling as if you were the true Master of the Universe, hopelessness makes you feel so impotent that you believe you don't even control the level of hopelessness that is overwhelming you. You go from feeling in control of everything to having lost control of everything - your mind, your heart, and even your bowels. It is as nightmarishly horrible as the anger was gratifying.
This hopelessness leaves the man feeling as if he is useless. He is a thorn in the side of all who know him. Everyone would be better off without him.
In my personal experience, this is when the choice to suicide engulfs your mind and seduces you. Suicide is viewed as an escape – a rescue! – from the hell of hopelessness and from the pain and anguish of everything the sufferer is experiencing. Where anger was power and hopelessness was impotency, suicide is a sweet, calm, siren-song of seduction that promises to take away all pain. Because it feels as if it is the only calm in such a violent storm, there are those who even mistake it to be the same calm that the Holy Spirit brings, leaving the sufferer to believe that God wants them to do it.
I am in no way trying to endorse suicide or make it look good; I am trying to show the reader how the sufferer is viewing it as an alternative and how far gone their thinking process is when they get to the point that they consider it as an escape.
Trust Those Around You Who Care About You
How many television shows have we watched in which the policeman who was recently wounded or whose partner was recently killed is having a hard time handling life but is too manly to admit it until he’s hooked on pain-killing drugs, is suicidal, and is on the verge of loosing his job… and only then does he finally break down in tears and beg for help? I think every program I’ve ever seen has at least one episode with this plot. If only he’d first trusted his wife, children, sergeant, and new partner when they all told him the same thing: you need help!
One does not have to be a policeman as portrayed in all those television shows for this formula to play out; it is typical of what most men go through until they finally break down and cry for help.
To bypass all this pain, a man needs to be able to trust his wife, children, coworkers, and friends when they say: “Bruce, we’re worried about you!” or “Bruce, you need help!” For me it was a fellow Air Force man who stood a head and a half taller than me and was as big and strong as an ox – he lowered himself down to my desktop and said, “Bruce, I care about you. You know you need help; go get it.” He paused. “If you don't I will drag you there.” And he would have! So I did! I wanted to get help but I was afraid to take the first step. But in truth all I needed was to know someone cared, and he cared enough to make sure I went. Sometimes all a man needs to know is that someone cares enough to say something, and then he is empowered to do it.
Many men cling to the myth that “nothing is wrong with me” until they get to the point that they honestly believe the whole world is wrong and they alone of all humans on Earth are right. Fortunately when I went through this phase a shed of logic kicked in and helped me 'do the math' and realize that maybe, just maybe, I was the one who was wrong.
Be a man and trust your wife, your friends, your coworkers, your minister. And, just in case you were right and they were wrong, you then have a new topic to brag about. Yes, it’s scary admitting you need help and then seeking it, but it’s less scary than the pain and agony awaiting you if you don’t. I promise you this.
“What a Friend We Have in Jesus”
If you think you are the only man who has been despised, misunderstood, and rejected, then read this scripture. If you think you are the only man who sorrows and grieves, then read this scripture:
“He is despised and rejected of men;
a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief:
and we hid as it were our faces from him;
he was despised, and we esteemed him not.
Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows:
yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted.
But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities:
the chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed.”
(Isaiah 53:3-5, Old Testament)
Jesus Christ knows what it is to carry sorrow and griefs, because he has borne our griefs and sorrows and is willing to continue to do so. He has offered to take them from our shoulders.
“Come unto me, all ye that labour
and are heavy laden,
and I will give you rest.
Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me;
for I am meek and lowly in heart:
and ye shall find rest unto your souls.
For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”
(Matthew 11:28-30, New Testament)
Notice Jesus made no exceptions as to who can cast their burden upon Him. He doesn't even refuse one burden over another – He will take all burdens from all of us. No one is too depressed, traumatized, or grieving that they cannot turn to Him. His shoulders are broad enough and strong enough for Him to take our load as He then takes our hand and leads us home. He already knows how heavy our load is and still He is there to shoulder it for us.
As you begin to meet with a mental health professional, be sure to include the Savior in the process. Report to Him in prayer and plead for His continued guidance and assistance. He is there, and His shoulders are big enough to carry the load while letting you also cry on them. His arms are strong enough to hold you as you cry, and He never tells anyone what you tell him or how you've cried. He is the ultimate confidant.
When I was a young missionary in Japan there was once that I found a private place and cried in prayer, pleading with Father to know that there was just one person on Earth who loved me. In answer to my plea, I felt in the most literal sense His arm around my shoulder as He has comforted me.
And He is waiting for you.
Natural Man Verses Man of God
All these things I’ve discussed as to how men set themselves up for problems are the “Natural Man” within us, not the Man the Lord is about to create.
“For the natural man is an enemy to God, and has been from the fall of Adam, and will be, forever and ever, unless he yields to the enticings of the Holy Spirit, and putteth off the natural man and becometh a saint through the atonement of Christ the Lord, and becometh as a child, submissive, meek, humble, patient, full of love, willing to submit to all things which the Lord seeth fit to inflict upon him, even as a child doth submit to his father.”
(Mosiah 3:19, Book of Mormon)
Oh, that ‘meek’ word just makes us stumble, doesn’t it? As men we wince at that “Blessed are the meek” passage in the Sermon on the Mount! It may have been the best translation in the 1600’s, but today a far more accurate rendering used in most modern biblical translations is ‘blessed are the gentle’. So take heart – we don’t need to give up our Superman outfits to become a ‘meek and mild’ Clark Kent; we just need to remember to be ‘gentle’ while in our superhero persona.
Each man has to be the man he was born to be to fulfill his purpose in life, but within that framework there are traits all men need to develop that keep us pointed towards the goals the Lord has set for us. Those traits are contained in this remarkable passage quoted above and as summarized here:
- yield to the enticings (guidance; influence) of the Holy Spirit
- put off the natural (worldly) man and become a saint (seeker of Christ) through Christ’s atonement
- regain the innocence of a child by being submissive to the Lord, meek (gentle), humble, patient, full of love (charitable), and willing to submit to all things the Lord sends his way (face our challenges)
Jesus Christ is our example of Manliness in all things. If He did something, then it’s the manly thing to do. The above passage outlines exactly what He did in mortal life as He showed us the way to return to our Father in Heaven.
Accept You as You are and Go From There
As much as I would love it, I will never have a Chippendale body. Nor will I ever be a cowboy. Nor will I ever sing with Josh Groban’s amazing voice. I am, however, an artsy poet whose two great aspirations in life is to be the world’s best children's church chorister and the world’s best Grandfather. I have accepted me as I am, and after five decades I am almost beginning to like me.
I’m reasonably sure, however, that the Lord has further plans for me. So I will follow His lead in faith that He knows what He’s doing better than I. I will allow Him the privilege of improving me as we journey through life together. He may even surprise me with hidden talents and abilities I still don't know I have.
I also accept that I am burdened with depression as one of my mortal challenges and must find a way to achieve and live a happy, healthy life with this thorn firmly implanted in my side. So, I study the subject to see what else I can do to better myself, take my medicine, and allow the Lord to guide me.
Recognize and Correct Incorrect Thinking
One of the first things I was taught at the mental health clinic I attended was to recognize, analyze, and correct incorrect thinking and its inherent chain reaction.
To simplify what I was taught:
- First, an event happens.
- Second, you have a reactive thought that can be either good or bad, depending on how your mind has been trained through the years to react to that event.
- Third, an emotion is generated.
- Fourth, you have a physical reaction (you take action) based on that reactive thought and the emotion generated by it.
In this chain of events the only thing you can not control is the event that happened. With the help of a mental health professional you can learn to change and control all the other steps. Your mind can be retrained to react in a more correct way. It takes effort. It takes guidance. It takes faith. But it can be done. Your mental health provider will help you see which reactions are good or bad and help you reteach your mind, emotions, and body how to react in the way they should.
But right now you need to understand that your prolonged depression and trauma are caused by incorrect reactions to the events that are triggering the reactions. So once again, trust those around you when they try to help you in this regard.
Identify the Source and Control or Eliminate It
Part of teaching your mind how to react correctly to the events occurring around you is to also eliminate as far as possible the activities around you that are negative. If you are in an abusive or neglectful marriage you need to get out of it long enough that you can make a healthy decision as to continuing in the relationship. If you are surrounded by violence then you need to remove yourself from it. If you are under undue stress on the job then you need to learn to combat the stress or find a new work situation in another office. Your mental health professional and your family will be able to help you with these decisions. Trust them while you also allow the Spirit to guide you.
Situations from which you cannot escape must be dealt with and your reactions to them must be properly managed. You cannot just quick working; you cannot abandon your family. You have to learn to handle inescapable situations and stress. Seek the Spirit and the council of those around you, and act in the way that is correct.
Make Changes to Your Environment
Along with eliminating the source of your despair and distress as much as you possibly can, you must also remove as many of the other negative influences around you as you can – they are competing with your new-found positiveness and must not be allowed to continue.
I have always had a passion for music; it's one of my greatest passions in life. I can literally change my emotions by the music I listen to; I was doing this long before sociologists were talking about it during the Rock Era. When going through a depressive bout there are certain of my favorite albums I simply don't listen to, because there will be just one or two songs that are negative, and even that may is too much.
Those things with which I surround myself when battling depression – especially music! - must pass a test which I established for myself:
- They must inspire me
- They must lead me to positive aspirations
- They must make me hope
- They must leave me smiling – inward or outward
I have discovered hymns to be the greatest musical fulfillment of these requirements when I am depressed. I have collected a good number of gospel albums that I play on a regular basis because of the positiveness they bring into my life. I do not confine myself to the few hymns in my own church's hymnal - I actively seek out the beauty in hymns of all styles and sources that touch my heart and build me up. And from this renewed love for hymns I have discovered the joy of writing hymns myself.
Redesign or rearrange the environments in which you live and work into as calm and peaceful situations as you can. Unclutter your rooms and desks into calmer things to look at and live in. This will in turn help your mind remain calmer.
One thing that was drilled into us over and over again in the depression, anger, and stress management groups I attended: do not stay within a work situation where you are isolated from other workers – you must get into a situation where you are interacting with others – left to yourself you turn your mind more and more into yourself and your problems. Talk to you supervisor and bring a note from your doctor if needed, but get yourself moved out of any isolated situation.
Evaluate those you associate with and determine if they are surrounding you with positive or negative influences, and take action accordingly. At this stage in your life you need to associate with those who are building you up and not tearing you down. Explain to your friends that you are not judging them; you are simply trying to heal yourself and must take the actions you are taking to increase the positiveness around you. A mental health professional can help you make these decisions and take these actions. Again, trust those around you who love you or are counseling you.
Take Your Medicine
Facing a lifetime of taking medicine is totally repugnant to many men – that’s kin to being controlled by that little medicine bottle instead of being the one in control. We need to adjust our thinking to understand that by taking our medicine we regain control – control of our mind - from those forces that would take that control away from us. Every time you sigh and think you want to go without your medicine, remember that you are doing it for your wife and children. You are doing it so that you can return to being a fit servant to assist the Lord in service in His kingdom.
My wife suggests that the manly man should think of medicine as a tool. She's says it's a tool to fix what's wrong inside your head. As men, we do understand the proper use of the proper tool.
Present Yourself to the Lord on a Regular Basis
This is one of the things that is the hardest to do. You feel so unworthy of talking to God or even thinking He's near you. But He is near you and He does love you. He loves His hurting children with a fierce, loyal love that is unexplainable in it's grandeur and completeness.
It is a time-worn phrase that you should pray - especially when you don't feel like it. Oh, this is so true at this time in a man's life! He already knows the things in your heart, but He needs you to speak them to Him. You will find great solace in the tenderness of a very compassionate Heavenly Father, even if you don't feel it from anyone else.
Attend your Sabbath meetings no matter how much your pain and agony is begging you to stay home. The primary purpose of attending our Sabbath meetings is to “offer thine oblations and thy sacraments unto the Most High” (Doctrine & Covenants 59:12), 'oblations' being defined as 'any thing offered or presented in worship or sacred service; an offering; a sacrifice.' (Webster's 1829 Dictionary) Come to church and offer God your heart – your broken heart and contrite spirit, to be exact. You will be surprised how He can fill it and return it to you. It is a command that we come to His house to perform this oblation, and by doing this simple thing we bring His blessings down upon ourselves, “… inasmuch as ye do this, the fulness of the earth is yours… ” ( Doctrine & Covenants 59:16), and part of that fullness is a healthy, sound mind and spirit.
The Holy Spirit as your Companion
There is a reason that one of the greatest titles worn by the Holy Spirit is that of 'Comforter'.
The Comforter is the third member of the quorum of the Godhead. It is He who brings to our mind and heart all the communications from the Father. It is He who brings divine comfort and love to us. It is through trusting and following His guidance that we have faith enough to take cautious, fearful steps forward into the dark that eventually lead us into the light.
I witness with every fiber of my being that the Comforter will be there to guide you through all the pain and suffering. How well I remember the many nights my mother played her piano after getting all of us to bed, and one of her favorite hymns was 'Teach Me to Walk in the Light of His Love'. Thank you, Mother, for teaching us where to look for help! Such a simple witness through song has constantly reminded me to trust when I had no trust left.
Service Is a Powerful Medicine
All those books that instruct you to center your mind and your thoughts all on yourself to build your self-esteem are mostly wrong. To dwell on 'me' is to become self-obsessive and unforgiving of every little mistake you make as well as the perceived mistakes others make in their association with you. These books can quickly become a prison from which few escape.
Fight to stop dwelling on yourself! It only intensifies the pain and the hurt. Instead, give yourself over to others so you can forget about yourself. Be of service to others so you can feel good about yourself and be satisfied that no matter how bad off you are you are still of worth to those you have served and who love you.
What did the Lord say for us to do to ‘find ourself?' He was, in fact, very specific; so specific that it's repeated several times in the New Testament:
“He that findeth his life shall lose it: and he that loseth his life for my sake shall find it.”
(Matthew 10:39; Luke 9:24)
“For whosoever will save his life shall lose it; but whosoever shall lose his life for my sake and the gospel's, the same shall save it.”
(Mark 8:35)
“Whosoever shall seek to save his life shall lose it; and whosoever shall lose his life shall preserve it.” (Luke 17:33)
(See also Matthew 16:25 and Luke 9:24.)
Consider also:
“Let no man be afraid to lay down his life for my sake; for whoso layeth down his life for my sake shall find it again. And whoso is not willing to lay down his life for my sake is not my disciple.”
( Doctrine & Covenants 103:27-28; see also 98:13.)
As the hymnal teaches us,
“Stript, wounded, beaten nigh to death,
I found him by the highway side.
I roused his pulse, brought back his breath,
revived his spirit, and supplied
Wine, oil, refreshment - he was healed.
I had myself a wound concealed,
But from that hour forgot the smart,
and peace bound up my broken heart.”
('A Poor Wayfaring man of Grief”, James Montgomery, 1771-1854)
While in service to others the distressed brother's mind is diverted from obsessing on himself and his pain, and for that short time he centers himself on others. By doing so he brings Heaven's blessings down on himself; thus he is reassured of God's love as well as his neighbor's appreciation. Service is powerful medicine and through it you discover who you are – a loving servant to all mankind - and what you can become - a servant of the sort Christ is and has commanded us to become. To be anything else is to betray who are are while wasting the purpose of our creation.
While we were on a death watch for our seventh child, a baby of only a few weeks, we took time from the hospice one Sunday to attend our church meetings. Hearing that a chorister was needed in the children's meetings, I practically ran to that room to announce that I was there to lead the music. (I'd been a teacher for the children, so they knew my love for the children.) “Are you sure you're up to it?” the loving, concerned women asked. My reply was that the Lord had blessed us so much that how could I not help? I also explained that I also needed the spiritual nourishment of those innocent, pure spirits singing to me. I was immediately handed the songbook, and I spent the following two hours singing to and being sung to by those precious little angels. What healing occurred that day! Peace did bind up my broken heart.
Forgive Everyone You've been Angry Towards
By this point in your life you have a lot of people to forgive. According to your despairing perception, pretty much everyone on Earth has offended you, misunderstood you, laughed at you, criticized you, condemned you, run away from you, abandoned you, and otherwise hurt your feelings.
In your mind say to the Lord: “I forgive everyone for being human and not knowing what they were doing, because I now understand that they really didn't know what they were doing. And in return, Father, please forgive me for judging them so wrongly.” Then, take out a pair of large mental scissors and cut the strings that bind all that resentfulness and hurt to you and cast it to the winds so that you can never run after it and gather it back up. Throw it all away and turn in friendship to them and rejoice together in the beauty of your new-found life.
A very wise Sunday School teacher used to teach that when we forgive we are freer than at any other time on our life. We are free from every force that has tried to control us and hurt us. And that includes depression.
The Power of Love
George Lucas and J. K. Rowling got it right when they did not write about Good verses Evil. Instead, they presented us with incredible tales of Hate (anger) verses Love. The Star Wars saga as well as the Harry Potter tales are all about this surprisingly simple concept.
Star Wars is the saga of the ultimate dysfunctional family and the difference Love can make in attempting to heal it. Luke Skywalker knew there was good left in his father. To find that remaining love, an innocent, untrained farm boy toppled an intergalactic empire built on Hate to save an unsaveable father. The Emperor himself, in all the strength and power of his Hate and Anger, failed to turn Luke to the Dark in his quest to redeem his father. Such is the Power of Love.
Likewise in the Harry Potter series, Professor Dumbledore never gave up on those who wandered and were enveloped by the power of Hate, knowing that Love is the greatest power in the universe. Through the power of Love a neglected, abused orphan named Harry Potter faced the most evil wizard in a century and won.
No wonder so many of today's readers have been held spellbound by these two incredible storytellers! What timely messages for today’s confused and hate-filled world!
The power of Hate/Anger leads a man to either control or destroy everything around him, while the power of Love leads him to build up all that is around him. Love eliminates the selfish quest for strength and power and turns the man to the path of service, charity, and sacrifice. Instead of sacrificing others to his dark, hellish emotions, the man turns to sacrificing himself for the benefit of others. Instead of seeking authority he seeks to acknowledge He who holds all authority and to do His will. Instead of taking life, the man seeks to offer his life.
For me, the power of Anger has a far more powerful physical feeling than Love, but the feeling of Love is accompanied by a calm and peace that Anger will never contain. I no longer need the power that comes with Anger, as all true power belongs to God. I do, however, need the calm and peace that comes with Love, and all such calm, peace, and Love also belongs to God, and He has told us what to do to bask in it with Him. That is what I need.
Such is the awesome power of Love. When this has finally been obtained then the man knows he has finally put off the natural man and has become a saint through the atonement of Jesus Christ (ref. Mosiah 3:19) This is the moment that Life begins anew for the depressed, troubled, and grieving man. He may not be all the way to the end of the journey (few of us ever are), but he knows where he’s going and how to get there and how to stay on the path. Let us continue to extend our love, fellowship, and hand to help him continue on the path.
When will It End? When will I know I’m Cured?
Midway through my group sessions for depression management, I asked the councilor running the class how I would know when I was no longer depressed. Would a light come on and an angel chorus sing? Would I suddenly just feel good? How was I to know?
He told me that so far he'd not seen any angel choirs. But he said that one day I would simply realize how long it had been since I had been sad. I would be surprised to find myself happy for no reason. I would realize I hadn’t cried for a least a week. I would realize: “Gosh, how long has it been since… (fill in the symptom)?”
While many who go through these things will reach a point that they are cured, I do not believe that a person such as myself, diagnosed with chronic depression, will ever complete my journey until death takes me home to Heavenly Father and I am rewarded with a brain whose chemical systems have a far better warranty than the one I’m currently using.
My hat is off to those who complete their journey here in mortality, and my only request is that you don’t forget the rest of us.
Finally, a Real Man Beings to Emerge
Midway through therapy for my first suicidal depression, I was assigned to return to work and send an e-mail to all my co-workers, explaining what I was being treated for and asking if they’d seen any progress in me. I did not think I had made any progress, and a wise doctor needed me to understand that I had. So, with great fear, I sent the e-mail.
I will never forget one reply. It was from one of the ranking men in the office – tall, handsome, muscular in all the right places, and hair and a smile that wouldn’t die. He even had dimples. He had been in a combat unit that was highly decorated, and he even rode a Harley-Davidson motorcycle. What else could a man want to be than a drop-dead gorgeous combat soldier with a big, manly motorcycle, spewing testosterone wherever he went? Standing next to him, I would never have dreamed of calling myself a ‘man’. His reply to my e-mail astounded me:
“Dear Sergeant Forbes: I have known for some time what you are being treated for. I want you to know I have greater respect for you than for anyone I have ever known. I have fought in two wars and survived, but you are facing demons I can’t even imagine, and without a gun to protect yourself. I would never have the courage to do what you are doing. You are more of a man than I will ever be, and I am proud to have known you.”
So my dear brothers, I want you to know that seeking treatment and making the journey from the Dark to the Light is a very manly thing to do. To reiterate my view of what a Real Man is, he is someone who seeks what is best for himself, his wife, and his children; not what is convenient or easy. He seeks his wife’s and minister's council and the guidance of the Holy Spirit. And, he follows that guidance in faith and righteousness. Seeking help for depression, grief, and trauma fulfills all of this while making yourself a fitter vessel for the Lord to use in His service. And that is the man the Lord wants you to become.
May God bless you on your journey, and if we should meet somewhere along the way then know that there will be yet one more hand to help you along.
This article should not be interpreted to say that music or any other art is a substitute for therapy. It was an important aide in my recovery, but it never took the place of the group classes and individual therapy that helped me overcome the trials of the time. Also, it is not my attempt to sound like I'm trying to advertise or sell anyone's music or albums, but I do mention some by name so the reader can identify the artist and their music.
——————
"Inspiring music may fill the soul with heavenly thoughts, move one to righteous action, or speak peace to the soul. When Saul was troubled with an evil spirit, David played for him with his harp and Saul was refreshed and the evil spirit departed. (1 Samuel. 16:23) Elder Boyd K. Packer has wisely suggested memorizing some of the inspiring songs of Zion and then, when the mind is afflicted with temptations, to sing aloud, to keep before your mind the inspiring words and thus crowd out the evil thoughts. This could also be done to crowd out debilitating, depressive thoughts." ("Do Not Despair": President Ezra Taft Benson, October 1974 General Conference of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints)
——————
"Next to theology, I give a place to music: for thereby all anger is forgotten, the devil is driven away, and melancholy [depression], and many tribulations, and evil thoughts are expelled. It is the best solace for a desponding mind." Martin Luther
——————
“Music gives soul to the universe,
wings to the mind,
and Life to everything else.”
Plato
——————
Music has been one of the great passions of my life. It is the art form I turn to in times of crisis as well as in times of joy and happiness. Each man has something in his life for which he is passionate; I hope you can take my experience and apply it to that thing for which you are passionate.
In all our life's passions, the wise man applies the Apostle Paul's council:
“Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things. Those things, which ye have both learned, and received, and heard, and seen in me, do: and the God of peace shall be with you.” (Philippians 4:8-9)
“Accentuate the Positive… ”
In Chapter Two I talked about removing all negative influences from your life and replacing them with as much positive influence as possible. I mentioned a test I created for myself in regard to the music I surround myself with in times of distress and despair. The music with which I choose to surround myself with during these times must -
- inspire me
- lead me to positive aspirations
- give me hope
- leave me happy or at least smiling, inwardly or outwardly
Although my journey through depression has led me to hymns and on to become a hymnist, the hymnal was not my first stop for music to fit this litmus test; there were many good albums along the way which I still cherish and enjoy; each having their time, place, and mission. Let's discuss that part of the journey first.
“… Eliminate the Negative”
I strongly recommend that those suffering through despair or distress in any form examine the music with which they surround themselves and determine if it is aiding or retarding their recovery - and then take the appropriate steps. Change your listening habits for the duration of your recovery, and afterwards reexamine your collection and determine how much of what you put into storage you really want to bring back out.
There is so much good and inspiring music from many different sources. But in a day and age before downloading and making you own CD's, the consumer was pretty well stuck with listening to an entire album or nothing at all, so even if there was just one song on the album that didn't pass the test, that entire album had go into storage for the duration of my bout of depression. So, before copyright laws forbid it, I would pick and choose songs from the albums I owned and compile cassette tapes of positive music. I would label those tapes “Hope”, “Inspire”, “Thanks”, “Calm Down”, and other attitudes with which I needed to buttress up my spirit. My wife remarked once that she could tell what mood I was in by which of these tapes I was listening to.
Don't Just Listen!
You need to do more than just listen to positive music. You need to actually sing. A song isn't part of you until you have vocalized it, because that is when your spirit finally speaks though that song and makes it a song from your heart.
At one particular place we lived I chose to walk to work each day; a thirty-minute walk through a golf course and around the end of the runway for the Air Force base on which we lived. During this walk I was alone most of the time, and this walk to and from work became a twice-a-day concert as I sang songs with positive messages without fear of being overheard and laughed at - stage fright is another issue with which I deal.
The Doctrine and Covenants teaches us that “… the song of the righteous is a prayer unto me, and it shall be answered with a blessing upon their heads” (Doctrine & Covenants 25:12), and there were many of those walks in which my singing was literally a prayer; the calm and peace that came with these walking concerts were gratefully-received blessings in a time of great need.
There Is Much Good in Secular Music
Most people would be tempted to pass by secular artists in search for music to set good moods. You would be surprised how you can find a song on a secular album that sparks something in you and inspires you along. Imagine anyone my age having missed out on Debbie Boone's 'You Light Up my Life' or Barry Manilow's 'I Made it Through the Rain' just because they were on pop albums. Imagine not hearing Josh Gorban's messages of hope and aspiration just because his CD's aren't sold in the religious section of the music store! Imagine never having heard 'The Prayer', 'Candle on the Water', or 'You Know Better Than I' just because they were from children's movies!
Because of the musical background my mother gave to her children, I have always been an appreciative listener of Rogers and Hammerstein. Two artists who believed in promoting all that was good and positive in the world, their music contains little if any negative messages. In times of sorrow or pain even the best hymns have a hard time equaling the messages of 'Climb Every Mountain' or 'You'll Never Walk Alone'. There are those who stumble over these two songs because of their amazing simplicity, but that very simplicity is why they touch the hearts of those who so badly need their messages.
Other albums/CD’s that have always inspired me are the official albums released for each of the Olympics. They are always full of songs with incredible messages of hoping and striving and reaching. I have even used them in church lessons – it was an interesting Sunday when my bishop walked in and there I was playing the Four Tops and Smokey Robinson to make a point about Christian brotherhood!
Inspirational Music
There are many good albums of inspirational music waiting for you to discover them. Explore all the genres of inspirational and sacred music that you already enjoy, and then try a few new ones. Expanding your musical base helps you discover new ways and methods to celebrate the messages, and you will also find new forms of songs and hymns you'll wish you'd known before.
A young friend once told me he disliked the television show 'Touched by an Angel' because he got tired of being told that God loved him. Today, following a divorce and a walk of his own through the Valley of Depression, he enjoys watching an episode or two while the Reverend Della Reese exclaims “God loves you, Baby!” The wise wife or friend of a man going through distress and despair should immediately go to the 'Touched by an Angel' website and order the official soundtrack CD, which opens with the Reverend Della Reese's full-length version of 'I Will Walk with You' and concludes with Wyonna Judd's powerful 'Testify of Love.' In between are fourteen other songs of inspiration, aspiration, and hope in about that same number of musical styles, all of which were featured on the program. Every home with a depressed soul who needs constant reminding that God loves them should have this album on-hand to apply liberally when needed.
The Medicinal Qualities of Children's Hymns
The children's auxiliary in my church is called the Primary Association; commonly referred to as 'Primary'. I have always been grateful to have the assignment of teaching a Primary class during my years of trial. Beneath those loud, active exteriors, children are angels sent from God to remind us grown-ups what we all should be like. In a day and age when it was more appropriate than today, I hugged each child as they left my classroom, letting them know they were loved, and in return they were eager to let me know I was loved.
It did not take me long to realize the sheer spiritual beauty of the hymns and songs in the Children's Songbook! My goal as a Primary teacher was for the children to understand that Heavenly Father and Jesus loved them; all else centers on this simple truth. And in my observation, this also seems to be the goal of the Children's Songbook!
It was not long before I made a trip to the Church Distribution Center and purchased the Children's Songbook on CD so I could have the therapy of these plain, simple hymns playing at home or at work; whenever I needed the boost of hearing such plain, innocent truths. I even have coworkers - manly men who know all the correct times to spit, chew, burp, and scratch - come to my desk to borrow the CD's, explaining that “I just need the extra lift today” or “I need to hear that God loves me today.” I have always obliged them.
“Whosoever … Shall Humble Himself as this Little Child”
What are the secret, healing qualities of Primary music and other children's hymns? The music and the lyrics are simple and direct; uncluttered by grown-up complications. They dwell on the basic teachings of Love, Faith, Hope, and Service. A man going through mental difficulties needs to strip away all the adult trappings and dwell on these simple child-like truths before he tries to take on the complicated grown-up world again.
As Primary chorister I once polled the adults in the congregation to discover their favorite “adult” hymns so the children could learn them, and a full one-half of the adults instead listed this simple children's hymn:
I am a child of God, and he has sent me here.
Has given me an earthly home
with parents kind and dear.
(Chorus) Lead me, guide me, walk beside me,
help me find the way
Teach me all that I must do
to live with him some day.
I am a child of God, And so my needs are great;
Help me to understand his words
before it grows too late.
I am a child of God, rich blessings are in store;
If I but learn to do his will
I'll live with him once more.
I am a child of God, His promises are sure
Celestial glory can me mine
if I can but endure.
(Children's Songbook (Salt Lake City: Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1989) pgs 2-3)
I don't think this is our favorite hymn because Latter-day Saints are simpletons when it comes to music, as some hymnists have accused us. I think we embrace this hymn for the clear, plain message it delivers to a cluttered, confused, and often hopeless world. Those who think this a hymn for a simpleton perhaps have not paused to feel how forcefully the Holy Spirit whispers through such childlike simplicity.
'I Am a Child of God', along with 'A Child's Prayer', 'Teach Me to Walk in the Light', and 'I Feel My Savior's Love', carry messages today's adults are able to respond to and desire to hold on to. I have heard more than one manly Primary teacher whisper under his breath “I needed to hear that today” as the children finished singing one of these hymns.
Graduating Back Up to the Congregational Hymnal
Once I had stripped away all the adult trappings and complications and reminded myself of the simplicity of the Gospel through the Children's Songbook, I was ready to once again tackle the hymnal.
Having been raised by a mother who loved music and loved to teach the Gospel through music, there was not a hymn in the hymnal that was a stranger to me. But once you have been torn down by mental illness and are slowly rebuilding, even the hymnal of your childhood sounds new. You hear each hymn with fresh ears, wondering what it has to do with who you are now. You see what it has for the man who has clawed his way out of the dark (or is still clawing his way out) and is searching for those things that will give him a firm footing in the light.
Preparing Men and Hymns to Meet and Become Friends
I have fond memories of attending men's meetings with my father while still a Primary-age child and sitting in a chapel full of men who stood as one and sang like manly men. The chapel literally shook with the power of their voices. Asked on the way home what I had learned, my reply was always about the message of the hymns.
Men used to love to sing, and they sang to show the Lord that they loved Him and believed the messages of the hymns. To me there was no more manly activity than the literal booming out of beloved hymns of faith and hope. Men, what has happened to our big, booming voices? What has happened to the male fellowship that used to be shared with such power and conviction?
Men Need To Sing Like Men
I have had the opportunity to conduct music at church on many occasions, and as we moved around the world in the Air Force I watched congregations to see when they sang well and when they didn't. I have especially watched the men, and I have a few observations to share.
When I was a child, Christianity in general still viewed and taught about God as an all-powerful, authoritative, majestic, yet loving Being. And, we sang accordingly. Today, Christianity in general teaches about a God who is kind and gentle, and we sing accordingly. Both views of God are correct, and when they are combined they create a complete picture. Somehow we need to be able to balance our teaching and singing so our children can learn about an all-powerful, authoritative, majestic Being who is equally kind, gentle, and loving.
I think one of the reasons the kind and gentle God is being taught and sung about over the all-powerful, authoritative God is because fewer men participate in leading or conducting the music or even teaching the Sunday School classes. Being left to the women, we now sing, teach, and learn more from the women's point of view and in fulfillment of their needs more than we do the men's point of view or needs. It is my observation that if more men participated the fuller would be the view and the music would become more rounded for both men and women – after all, the women need to hear the men sing like men and feel the power of conviction in their voices!
What I have said should not be taken as criticism of the women who teach the classes and lead the music. I would never, ever speak negative of how wonderfully the sisters of the church keep the music going as they give of themselves every week in this regard. If there is any criticism to be made from this observation it should be pointed towards the men who don't or won't help.
This is also not a criticism but an observation: We have a piano and an organ in the chapel. We have pianos for the Relief Society room, the Young Women's room and for the Primary Room. There is, however, rarely if ever a piano for the men in Priesthood Meeting. This leaves the men and the young men without music, and they then become the butt of the women's jokes when they sing off-key. Those in charge of Priesthood Meeting music need to meet with their leaders and stress the importance of the priesthood holders having the same musical foundation for worship as the rest of the congregation. It is my observation that music in Priesthood meeting should be taken serious enough that, if needed, a woman be assigned to come in and play the piano if there is no man available or able to do so.
The Right Tool for the Job
When I was a boy our Sacrament Meeting conductor was a retired high school choir teacher. He led the congregation with a baton and he'd stop us if we weren't singing as a congregation should sing while praising their God. Even the men sang correctly for Brother Millet.
Many hymnists with which I've discussed the use of a baton in a worship service are against it, but my observation has taught me that men sing better when the chorister uses one – especially if the chorister is a fellow man.
Why a baton? It comes down to the simple, sexist-stereotyped theory that men respect tools. Men also respect a man wielding a tool – it gets their attention and lets them know that a man is about to do something important and perhaps they should be ready in case they are called upon to assist. Preachers wave the Bible; choristers wave a baton - either action gets the mens' attention because a man is waving a tool.
I tried this out for myself one Saturday morning when I was asked to be the chorister for a regional leadership meeting. Having previously led this same group of men in nothing more than a mumble, it seemed a chance to test my theory. When I raised the baton, every head came up and watched the tool in my hand. The pianist even watched and played according to my conducting. And, the men sang loud enough I could hear them over my own voice. They weren't following me; they were following a tool.
Sing and Lead Like Men
Men! Stop singing with soft tender voices and return to singing with manly, enthusiastic voices, and you will once again enjoy the hymns. Choristers! Men need to sing like men; give them a surprise and lead the congregation in a way that gives the men a chance to do so, and hopefully you will hear the fruits of your labor. Also: lead to the fast tempo; not the slow tempo. Rouse them out their Sabbath stupor and make Men out of them.
Men who conduct music need to take on more 'manly' movements and demeanor when leading men in song. Make yourself and your conducting something they will pick up on and follow. An example: when I lead the men in 'Onward Christian Soldiers', I turn my hand into a fist and literally “beat” the chorus as if I am striking a hammer on an anvil – and the mens' voices generally respond in kind!
How we move our hands and what we do with our body while we conduct the music is not established in any gospel commandment or covenant – it was not handed down on granite tablets from Mount Sinai or any other mountain. We do what we have to do to raise the singers' hearts and voices in song and worship. If we have to beat an anvil or wave a tool or even stomp a foot to illustrate the tempo, then we do it. Our mission is to get the men to sing.
Hymns for the Distressed and Despairing Man
I have limited myself to nine examples of hymns that are not only well-suited to men's voices but are also hymns I and other men feel have helped us through mental and emotional trials.
Guide Us, O Thou Great Jehovah
Historically, Wales was renown for its men's choirs, and many great Welsh hymns were written specifically for men's voices. The one old Welsh hymn that most Christians know was originally titled “Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer”, and when it is teamed up with the tune “Cwm Rhondda” by John Hughes it is a hymn through which which men's voices and spirits simply shine with about as much masculinity as any hymn can contain.
Manly imagery abounding, this text evokes scenes from the Israel's exodus from Egypt. The text is a plea for the great Jehovah to lead us and guide us to His promised land, guarded by his fiery pillar and His strong arm. Are we not, as depression sufferers, trying to escape a world of bondage and servitude and flee to a better place? What better way to do it then by calling upon the almighty, all-powerful “warrior-god” (as some have called Him) of the Old Testament to lead us? The text culminates with praises to Him as we find rest on Zion's hill. Especially powerful for the troubled man is -
“When the earth begins to tremble,
Bid our fearful thoughts be still.”
In times of depression I have always invoked this hymn as a prayer while calling upon my Heavenly Father to guide me and protect me from the world and its influences. The power of the music and the text infuses my spirit with that power, leaving me with faith that He is there and He is guiding me.
God Moves in a Mysterious Way
Not only is ‘God Moves in a Mysterious Way’ an ideal hymn for the depressed and distressed, but such an audience can certainly admire the man who wrote this text.
William Cowper was severely accosted by other boys in boarding school. He was admitted to the bar as a solicitor (lawyer) at twenty-three years of age, but due to poor physical health and failed mental health (caused by his years in boarding school) he never practiced law. After one severe bout of depression, during which he attempted suicide and was committed to an asylum, he found room and board with the family of the Reverend Morley Unwin, and he spent the rest of his life living with various members of this family.
After the death of the Reverend, he moved with the family to Olney, where they lived for nineteen years and where Cowper's association with John Newton ('Amazing Grace') took place. Cowper was fast to embrace the gospel movement headed John Newton - both men were avid poets, and Cowper found comfort in the work and companionship in the ministry and in the pursuit of poetry and hymn-writing. He helped organize and conduct meetings, and together they established the goal of writing a new hymn text for every meeting. The combination of assisting with the ministry and the shared love of poetry helped ease the horror of depression for Cowper, and his years in Olney were the healthiest and sanest in his life.
Knowing Cowper spent a lifetime battling suicidal depression increases the depth of this message - awe in the Lord's workings and hope in the courage available through Him. Knowing that in a day and age that God was viewed as a jealous, vengeful Being who frowned a lot and never, ever smiled, it was remarkable that Cowper could write about a God who not only “rides upon the storm” but -
“… Behind a frowning providence
He hides a smiling face.”
“Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take;
The clouds ye so much dread
Are big with mercy and shall break
In blessings on your head.
“His purposes will ripen fast,
Unfolding every hour;
The bud may have a bitter taste,
But sweet will be the flower.”
Those of us who ride the storms of Life on a somewhat regular basis truly appreciate knowing that God rides those storms with us!
Redeemer of Israel
W. W. Phelps had a natural gift for taking an existing text and adapting it to the Latter-day Saint experience. 'Redeemer of Israel' has been a staple of our hymnals since the first one in 1835. Some of the passages in which men's voices seem to catch and their hearts lay exposed are, quoted here from the 1835 hymnal:
“Redeemer of Israel, Our only delight,
On whom for a blessing we call;
Our shadow by day, and our pillar by night,
Our king, our companion, our all.
“We know he is coming to gather his sheep,
And plant them in Zion, in love,
For why in the valley of death should they weep,
Or alone in the wilderness rove?
“How long we have wander'd …
And cried in the desert for thee!
Our foes have rejoic'd when our sorrows they've seen;
But Israel will shortly be free.”
What a grand text, in which His sheep call upon Him while praising Him; reassuring themselves of His continual companionship as well as the eventual victory and freedom.
All despairing men beg to be brought out of the mental 'Egypt' they are in and into a promised land of Peace. They plead for the companionship the presence of the Lord can bring. The same pillar of fire and strong arm that led Israel will lead each and every one of us as we allow Him to do so.
The Lord Is My Light
Open your current LDS hymnal and notice this hymn is to be sung 'resolutely'; not mumbled; not with tenderness – this message is not for the 'hymn whisperer' but for those willing to shout from the housetops. We must put some resolution into our voice and sing with conviction and joy – this above many other texts evokes the sheer joy Christ and His Gospel brings into our lives. We should not sing as if afraid; after all -
“The Lord is my light; them why should I fear?
By day and by night His presence is near…
“The Lord is my light; the Lord is my strength.
I know in his might I'll conquer at length… ”
I love it when the chorus starts up and those strong manly voices peak with the words “He is my JOY and my song”. As Primary chorister I once made the Senior Primary boys stand up and march around the room as they sang this hymn to get them to sing it to tempo and to an appropriate, 'joyful noise' volume level. This simple action brought power into their voices, and they rang with the joy this text evokes. It's a shame we can't do the same with the older priesthood men.
How Great Thou Art
LDS President Ezra Taft Benson's favorite hymn, 'How Great Thou Art' is a powerhouse for men's voices and testimonies. It begins by being awed by Nature's power while acknowledging that all power comes from God and then proclaims - “Then sings my soul… How Great Thou Art!” The rest of the verses speak of the beauty of Nature and the mission of our Savior as further manifestations of God's greatness.
A hunter who never misses Deer Season told me of coming out of the forest to the view of the forested valley below and a powerful summer storm rolling into the valley. After the storm, the birds' songs returned with the sunshine. The power of Nature in the storm and in the singing of birds led his mind to the Savior and all He has done for us – in other words, his mind took him through each verse of this hymn! He told me that he shocked himself by spontaneously breaking out in song – this song. “I couldn't help myself!” he exclaimed; “I'm not a singer; I hate singing! But it just came out! I had to sing it!” To his 'horror', he even remembered all the words.
My hunter friend learned what many other men have discovered: there are ways and means to express the heart in manly ways, and it is not unmanly to release one's soul and let it sing of God's power and creation.
This is a hymn in which the chorus should double in volume and power as the mens' souls let loose and present a thundering witness to the power and greatness of a 'God of all Power' in their life. Such is the nature of the message and the composition of this hymn. By doing so the Spirit witnesses to the man's heart and turns Faith into something more.
I Know that My Redeemer Lives
Samuel Medley's immortal 'I Know that My Redeemer Lives' is a staple of most Christian hymnals. LDS hymnals employ a tune that doubles up the verses, changing if from eight four-line verses to four eight-line verses. Looking at the music, we see that the first part of the verse is to be sung in unison and the second half in harmony. Although most men won't sing harmony while singing in a congregational setting, this is an indicator that we can freely increase our power and volume and even change the tempo with the message that comes in this part of the text. This tune is perfect for this transition, and when we sing it as such the Spirit of the message is as if a light was turned on, illuminating the soul of every singer.
Sung in this way, this hymn is what sparked a witness in my childhood concerning Jesus and His mission. For me, this is where it all began. And in times of trial I often return to renew that spark from so many years ago.
I Stand all Amazed
What hymn, other than 'I Stand All Amazed', allows a manly man to so freely and comfortably admit to being, upon occasion, a rebellious and proud sinner? The singer also confesses to being confused, to trembling, and to marveling. That's a lot of confession for so many manly voices! And then the chorus proclaims “Oh, it is wonderful… ”, and if the singer has paid the least amount of attention to the message, their heart simply leaps and shouts the chorus. I remember as a child that the congregation would literally come to their feet with the word 'wonderful' because the raw power of the Spirit's witness would not allow them to sit.
A wise organist pulls out all the bass stops for this hymn so that the tenor, baritone, and bass voices are pulled out of the men's hearts as they literally shout -
“Oh, it is WON-DER-FUL!
That he should CARE-FOR-ME
Enough to DIE-FOR-ME!
Oh, it is WON-DER-FUL,
WON-DER-FUL to me!”
In times of despair this hymn has reminded me of how much my Heavenly Father and His Son Jesus Christ love me! When, as this hymn states, I am kneeling at the Mercy Seat, praising and adoring my Redeemer, how can I possibly dwell on my own pain and anguish? For the few moments it takes to sing this hymn, I am left painless to my own sorrow while engulfed not only in His love for me but in my love for Him.
How Gentle God's Commands
In an earlier article I pointed out that a correct translation of one of the Beatitudes would be “Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth.” (Matthew 5:5) This hymn is a wonderful vehicle through which the distressed and despairing man can remind himself that God is a gentle Being – sometimes the only gentleness in a world that has turned so cruel and hateful. Through this hymn the men's voices are given a chance to express that gentle nature, even if they still sing joyfully and noisily. What Real Men we sound like when we remind each other -
“Why should this anxious load
press down your weary mind?”
Haste to your Heavenly Father's throne
and sweet refreshment find.”
And through fellowship among the men with whom we are singing, we help unburden our brother of his load even before he reaches the Father's throne.
How Firm a Foundation
One of the remarkable features of 'How Firm a Foundation' is that it is one of few hymns in which God is addressing His people. Let's read this text in it's original form to discover what message was so important that God delivers it to us in first-person and in the form of a hymn:
“How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord,
Is laid for your faith in His excellent Word!
What more can He say than to you He hath said,
You, who unto Jesus for refuge have fled?
“In every condition, in sickness, in health;
In poverty’s vale, or abounding in wealth;
At home and abroad, on the land, on the sea,
As thy days may demand, shall thy strength ever be.”
Every single military man or veteran interviewed for this article, who has also served in battle, quoted verse three word-for-word and attributed great comfort and hope to those times that the Lord spoke these words to them as they went into a battle situation. I asked my son, who served on night patrols and guarding schools and other institutions in downtown Bagdad, if there was something - “some scripture or… ” - He didn't even let me finish before quoting this verse to me. “It wasn't just in my head,” he explained forcefully; “Heavenly Father was speaking it to me every time I was entering danger. He was promising me… ” -
“Fear not, I am with thee, O be not dismayed,
For I am thy God and will still give thee aid;
I’ll strengthen and help thee, and cause thee to stand
Upheld by My righteous, omnipotent hand.”
Beginning with verse four the Lord speaks to the heart of the distressed, despairing man:
“When through the deep waters I call thee to go,
The rivers of woe shall not thee overflow;
For I will be with thee, thy troubles to bless,
And sanctify to thee thy deepest distress.
“When through fiery trials thy pathways shall lie,
My grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply;
The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design
Thy dross to consume, and thy gold to refine.
“Even down to old age all My people shall prove
My sovereign, eternal, unchangeable love;
And when hoary hairs shall their temples adorn,
Like lambs they shall still in My bosom be borne.”
Finally, the grand climax of God's promise to His children; a promise I sang many, many times as I fought my fiercest battles with depression and suicide, hoping to simply survive from day to day:
“The soul that on Jesus has leaned for repose,
I will not, I will not desert to its foes;
That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake,
I’ll never, no never, no never forsake.”
Or, as we sing it to the tune used in the LDS hymnal,
I’ll never, no never, I'll never, no never,
I’ll never, no never, no never forsake.
In classical western religion and literature, the number seven denotes wholeness and completeness, and when we sing this seven-verse hymn to the tune used in the LDS hymnal, the Lord uses the word 'never' seven times in the seventh verse to convince us that He will never forsake us. That is about as whole and complete as we can attain to in western literature! Let us trust His word!
When men sing this song they need to sing all seven verses - just in case there's a man who needs to be reminded of the message in those last, most important verses!
Are There Others?
There are as many ‘healing’ hymns as there are different personalities among God’s children. One that comes to mind is –
“Come, O Thou king of Kings;
we’ve waited long for thee -
With healing in Thy wings
to set Thy people free…”
Don’t confine yourself to just one hymnal! Following the Apostle' Paul's council of seeking out all that is virtuous, lovely, and of good report, seek out the good in the whole Christian hymnal library.
One Man's Final Word
One veteran of the war in Iraq was adamant that 'How Firm a Foundation' was the message from God that sustained him, drove away his fear, and brought him home. Refusing to share personal stories, he instead instructed me to conclude this article with:
“People will let you down.
But hymns won't.”
Whatever music you surround yourself with in times of trial, make sure it is music that will see you through the trials and on to the correct conclusion. Use these songs and hymns not only as prayers but as His messages in reply to your prayers. As you do, the Holy Spirit will whisper more easily to your heart and mind and aide you along the way - as that television theme reminded us week after week for nearly a decade -
“I will be there -
And I will walk with you.”
As the songs and hymns I have included in this article so lovingly testify, He will not only be your Savior and Redeemer, He will also be your Companion – and, He will be your Friend when you feel there is no one else.
——————————
ADDED in 2008:
After 66 years apart, Holocaust survivors Irene Famulak, 83, was reunited with her long lost 73-year-old brother, Wssewolod Galezkij. They held each other close this time, cherishing the moment.
"He says he always thought he'd see me someday. He dreamt lots about me," Famulak said, as she sat next to her brother.
To keep his hope alive - for 66 years! - that he would meet his sister again, "he wrote a song for me. When he went to sleep, he sang every night and cried."
With that, Galezkij, weakened by illness and age, burst into song. But this time, he sang the words with pure joy.
If you haven’t got there yet, take my word for it that there is an end to the storms of Depression, Grief, and Trauma. The sunrise is beautiful; the birds’ songs are heaven-sent. The peace is a gift from your Heavenly Father. I know; I’ve been there several times.
Two Types of Recoveries
There are two types of people who make it through the storms of Life, and I mention the first type only as a warning for you to not be this person. This first type of recoverer steps into the light at the end of the storm and says ‘look what I did; see how strong I am! I did this all on my own; no one helped me.’
The Lord has addressed this person:
“Thus saith the LORD;
Cursed be the man that trusteth in man,
and maketh flesh his arm,
and whose heart departeth from the LORD.
For he shall be like the heath in the desert,
and shall not see when good cometh;
but shall inhabit the parched places in the wilderness,
in a salt land and not inhabited.
Blessed is the man that trusteth in the LORD,
and whose hope the LORD is.
For he shall be as a tree planted by the waters,
and that spreadeth out her roots by the river,
and shall not see when heat cometh,
but her leaf shall be green;
and shall not be careful in the year of drought,
neither shall cease from yielding fruit…
I the LORD search the heart, I try the reins,
even to give every man according to his ways,
and according to the fruit of his doings.”
(Jeremiah 17:5-8, 10,Old Testament)
The second type of person who steps into the light at the end of the storm immediately kneels and thanks his Heavenly Father for all His help. He hugs and kisses wife and shows husbandly gratitude for her sticking by him. He gathers his children and hugs and kisses them and thanks them for their prayers and faithfulness. He stands at the church podium and thanks the congregation for their prayers on his behalf, telling them he wouldn’t be alive today if it weren’t for all the help he received along the way.
It is this second person I would like to address in this article.
Acknowledge Him in All Things
“Trust in the LORD with all thine heart;
and lean not unto thine own understanding.
In all thy ways acknowledge him,
and he shall direct thy paths.
Be not wise in thine own eyes:
fear the LORD, and depart from evil.
It shall be health to thy navel, and marrow to thy bones.
Honour the LORD with thy substance,
and with the firstfruits of all thine increase:
So shall thy barns be filled with plenty,
and thy presses shall burst out with new wine.”
(Proverbs 3:5-10, Old Testament)
Even if you cannot yet see what the Lord has done for you, acknowledge Him anyway – I promise you He was there. As you acknowledge Him, He just may unfold to you just how much He did for you. You will also draw yourself closer to Him so He can continue to guide you.
Acknowledge the wife who has stood beside you, helping or trying to help, and was never driven off no matter how terrible you became. Acknowledge your children who couldn't understand you, were afraid of you, and yet there they still are, thrilled at the father you are becoming.
Acknowledge your congregation members. Even if you don't think they did anything, this simple act will tune them in that something happened and maybe they need to watch more carefully in case it happens again (and it will!) and will then be able to give the assistance they didn't the first time around.
Gratitude – the Greatest Virtue
Gratitude has been called by many great religious leaders the greatest of all virtues. One even pointed out that if this is so, then ingratitude is the greatest of vices.
Show gratitude – which means DO something – to and for all those whom you have acknowledged as having helped you through the storm. Show gratitude for your new-found happiness. Show gratitude for all the beauty around you that you are now rediscovering. Show gratitude for everything people do for you. Now that the Lord has given you a new life, make 'Please' and 'Thank you' the crowning words in all your conversations. All of them.
How to Show Gratitude
What is 'normal'? This is a question that has plagued mankind for centuries. I would like to propose that a 'normal' person is the person the Lord has instructed us to become; all else is abnormal in the eternal scheme of things. The greatest gratitude we can show to the Lord, our wife, and our children is to become a 'normal' person in the sense that we become the man the Lord wants us to become.
Let's set aside all the worldly definitions of manliness and turn to the instruction books that Lord has given on how to become true men – and women. I am, of course, speaking of the scriptures. Let's look at a few lists of characteristics the Lord determines make a 'normal' man.
How to Become a Man of God
Perhaps the greatest and best-known list of Manly (and Womanly) characteristics is the Beatitudes - or, as I refer to it when teaching the children, the 'Be'-Attitudes, because they are what we are supposed to be:
“Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted.
Blessed are the meek [gentle]: for they shall inherit the earth.
Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled.
Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy.
Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God.
Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God.
Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness' sake: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for so persecuted they the prophets which were before you.” (Matthew chapter 5, New Testament)
The New Man who has emerged from the storms and is looking to rebuilt his life should prayerfully read the entire Sermon on the Mount and consider it the 'Constitution of Christian Life'. Then he should read the rest of the Four Gospels to see the life Jesus Christ led and seek to emulate it. Next, he should read the epistles that make up the rest of the New Testament.
In our day the Lord gave several revelations through the LDS prophet Joseph Smith which outline the characteristics the Lord expects to see in a man who confesses to follow Him. First, there is Section Four of the Doctrine and Covenants:
- serve him with all your heart, might, mind and strength
- faith, hope, charity and love, with an eye single to the glory of God
- faith
- virtue
- knowledge
- temperance
- patience
- brotherly kindness
- godliness
- charity
- humility
- diligence
- “Ask, and ye shall receive; knock, and it shall be opened unto you.”
In Section 121 we read of the characteristics of -
- persuasion
- long-suffering
- gentleness and meekness
- love unfeigned
- kindness
- “pure knowledge, which shall greatly enlarge the soul without hypocrisy, and without guile”
- reprove “betimes with sharpness, when moved upon by the Holy Ghost; and then showing forth afterwards an increase of love toward him whom thou hast reproved, lest he esteem thee to be his enemy; that he may know that thy faithfulness is stronger than the cords of death.”
- charity towards all men, and to the household of faith
- virtue garnishing one's thoughts unceasingly
And add to this -
“And if you have not faith, hope, and charity, you can do nothing.”
(Section 18:19)
“Continue in the spirit of meekness ('gentleness'), and beware of pride… .”
(Section 25:14; comment added)
Let us conclude by returning to the New Testament to read a list of attributes of a 'normal' life outlined by the Apostle Paul's words:
“And beside this, giving all diligence,
add to your faith virtue;
and to virtue knowledge;
and to knowledge temperance;
and to temperance patience;
and to patience godliness;
and to godliness brotherly kindness;
and to brotherly kindness charity.
“For if these things be in you, and abound, they make you that ye shall neither be barren nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.
“But he that lacketh these things is blind, and cannot see afar off, and hath forgotten that he was purged from his old sins.
“Wherefore the rather, brethren, give diligence to make your calling and election sure: for if ye do these things, ye shall never fall: for so an entrance shall be ministered unto you abundantly into the everlasting kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.” (1 Peter 1:5-11, new Testament)
Stretch Your Hand Out to Others
The Lord has given you a new life. Now, to show your gratitude, you are giving that life back to Him through service on His behalf.
Never leave your name off the list of volunteers for a service project. Never drive by someone in need. Never leave a crying soul without comfort, a hungry body without nourishment, or a thirsty soul perishing – even if they're a fellow man.
“When the Son of man shall come in his glory, and all the holy angels with him, then shall he sit upon the throne of his glory: And before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one from another, as a shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats: And he shall set the sheep on his right hand, but the goats on the left.
“Then shall the King say unto them on his right hand, Come, ye blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world: for I was an hungred, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me in: naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye visited me: I was in prison, and ye came unto me.
“Then shall the righteous answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee an hungred, and fed thee? or thirsty, and gave thee drink? When saw we thee a stranger, and took thee in? or naked, and clothed thee? Or when saw we thee sick, or in prison, and came unto thee?
“And the King shall answer and say unto them, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.”
(Matthew 25:31-40, New Testament)
Learn to recognize others who are making their way through the storms of depression, grief, and trauma, and be forever ready to lend a hand to those who are where we were. Become brave enough to tell them that you have tread the path they are on and that you are willing to help whenever they are willing to accept what aide you can. Remember that you are not a therapist, but you can be a friend.
When our baby died we received many kind and gracious cards as expressions of love and consolation. The cards that truly caught our attention were the cards that included written remarks such as “My wife and I have been where you are now”; or “I know that you can survive this trial, because we did.” How grateful we were for those who had buried a baby before us who reached out and were willing to help us on that same path. These were the persons we sought out and asked questions and actually listened to their words of advise and guidance.
Likewise, many well-intentioned lecturers were promptly ignored when they were telling me what to do to get over my depression, because I knew they were all theory and absolutely no experience. But one Sunday a man pulled me aside and said: “I hear you've joined the ranks of the depressed – let me officially welcome to the club!” We found a quiet place and talked through Sunday School about depression, medication and herbs, and what the path was going to be like before I came back out into the light. Although we didn't become close friends, we became brothers united on a journey, each checking up on each other on a near-weekly basis; much like the classic diet program of having a 'diet buddy' in order to give each other strength and support – I mentioned this analogy to him one Sunday and he laughed heartily and called me his 'depression buddy' from then on.
I urge, in the strongest possible tone, that any man or woman going through despair or distress of any kind actively seek out their church leaders and beg to be given opportunities to serve. This serves several purposes - One, it takes your mind off yourself, as discussed in previous articles. Second, it opens the windows of Heaven (Malachi 3:10, Old Testament) in pouring God's blessings upon you. Third, the appreciation you will receive from those you have served will be an 'in-your-face' statement of your worth to others. I urge in the same tone that leaders not put the distressed and despairing person in a corner until they work their life out – instead, call them to callings and acts of service where they will be appreciated and nurtured.
Wait Upon the Lord
In my youth the phrase “wait upon the Lord” meant that I was stuck in some waiting room waiting for Him to attend to me. As I have matured and received some training in the use of the English language, I learned that to 'wait upon' someone means the same as to 'attend to' them. The picture in my mind graduated up from being in a waiting room waiting to be served to being a faithful servant willing and honored to serve a grateful, graceful Master.
As a teacher to the children I learned to explain to the children that we 'wait upon' the Lord when we serve His needs, and I immediately taught them that the Lord's biggest need is for us to become righteous Sons and Daughters of God and to show our divine nature by how we serve each other. Book of Mormon King Benjamin taught his people:
“… because I said unto you that I had spent my days in your service, I do not desire to boast, for I have only been in the service of God. And behold, I tell you these things that ye may learn wisdom; that ye may learn that when ye are in the service of your fellow beings ye are only in the service of your God.”
(Mosiah 2:16-17)
In return for waiting upon him, the Lord has promised great blessings:
Hast thou not known? hast thou not heard,
that the everlasting God, the LORD,
the Creator of the ends of the earth,
fainteth not, neither is weary?
there is no searching of his understanding.
He giveth power to the faint;
and to them that have no might
he increaseth strength.
Even the youths shall faint and be weary,
and the young men shall utterly fall:
But they that wait upon the LORD shall renew their strength;
they shall mount up with wings as eagles;
they shall run, and not be weary;
and they shall walk, and not faint.”
(Isaiah 40:28-31, Old Testament)
Armor Against the Next Storm
We are all familiar with the “Whole Armour of God”, as illustrated by the Apostle Paul (Ephesians 6:10-20, New Testament). It includes such armor pieces as -
- loins girt about with truth (also translated as "the belt of truth".)
- breastplate of righteousness (also translated as "integrity your breastplate"; "for coat of mail put on integrity".)
- feet shod with the preparation of the gospel of peace (also translated as "your feet fitted with the gospel of peace as a firm footing"; "wearing for shoes on your feet the eagerness to spread the gospel of peace".)
- shield of faith, wherewith ye shall be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked
- helmet of salvation
- sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God
In modern revelations the Lord has added to these armor pieces though promises He has made to those who are striving to become men and women after His order:
“And above all things, clothe yourselves with the bond of charity, as with a mantle (or, 'cape'; 'overcoat'), which is the bond of perfectness and peace.”
(Doctrine & Covenants 88:125; comment added)
When I think of those who wear charity (service) as a mantle, I naturally think of my parents. They were always the first names on a sign-up sheet for a service project. They were always available to help someone in need. If my father saw a car hood open he would stop to see if help was needed. He and his sons spent many Saturdays mowing widows' lawns. As a child I even accompanied my father to homes of people he didn't like to offer service, and we left with a new-found closeness and association.
If there was a tired mother or crying baby, my mother was there to offer aide and calm. When the church called for the sisters to make blankets to ship to orphanages in Eastern Europe, my aging mother knew she wasn't up to making blankets, so she made baby clothes, and as she finished each set of clothes she knelt in prayer and pleaded that the child who wore them would be watched over and loved.
My parents' lifetime of service is in fact wrapped around them like a mantle; a matching set of monarch's robe that sets them apart from those whose lives have been spent in pursuit of worldly goods and acclaim.
The Lord has even answered the question as to why there is no armor covering our backsides as well as who is protecting that vulnerable back:
“Behold, I will go before you and be your rearward; and I will be in your midst, and you shall not be confounded.”
(Doctrine & Covenants 49:27)
Now for the promises:
“… Then shall thy confidence wax strong in the presence of God; and the doctrine of the priesthood shall distil upon thy soul as the dews from heaven. The Holy Ghost shall be thy constant companion, and thy scepter an unchanging scepter of righteousness and truth; and thy dominion shall be an everlasting dominion, and without compulsory means it shall flow unto thee forever and ever.”
(Doctrine & Covenants 121:45-46)
Am I Cured or Just in Remission?
While some of you lucky few will be totally cured for life, the majority of us are simply in remission, keeping an eye out for the next outbreak. As we learn how our mind is working and how the medications or herbs we use will balance the chemicals in our brain to maintain that remission, we learn to more quickly catch when depression or other such maladies are starting their comeback and are quicker to prevent it from getting out of hand.
Lean upon the Lord for His help, comfort, and guidance. Lean upon and trust your loved ones. Continue to learn about the type of depression with which you contend and continue to do those things that will prevent it from getting the upper hand.
Finally, for those who fear the next storm, the Lord has lovingly promised -
“Therefore, fear not, little flock; do good; let earth and hell combine against you, for if ye are built upon my rock, they cannot prevail.”
(Doctrine & Covenants 6:34)
Build upon the Rock of His Gospel, knowing it to be the one sure anchor in a life of unfathomable and unbearable storms. Remember the words of a man who dealt with suicidal depression his entire adult life and yet found safe harbor in the Lord:
God moves in a mysterious way,
His wonders to perform;
He plants His footsteps in the sea
and rides upon the storm.
Deep in unfathomable mines
of never failing skill
He treasures up His bright designs
and works His sovereign will.
Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take;
the clouds ye so much dread
Are big with mercy and shall break
in blessings on your head.
Judge not the Lord by feeble sense,
but trust Him for His grace;
Behind a frowning providence
He hides a smiling face.
His purposes will ripen fast,
unfolding every hour;
The bud may have a bitter taste,
but sweet will be the flower.
Blind unbelief is sure to err
and scan His work in vain;
God is His own interpreter,
and He will make it plain.
('God Moves in a Mysterious Way', William Cowper, 1774; Olney Hymns (London: W. Oliver, 1779)
Introduction
Men who have read this series of articles on Men and Depression – many of whom are the very men about whom these articles have been written – have asked that I address one specific group, and they have even given me some things they want me to say. My first thought was that I had addressed this group in the first article in the series, but these men say I need to focus in on one very special group: the beloved wives of the grieving, depressed, and traumatized men. So, dear Sisters, please refer to the first article in this series, and then come back and read what else these men want me to say especially to you.
One of the terrible things about the written word is that the reader cannot hear the tone of voice in which the writer is 'speaking'. Know this is 'spoken' in nothing but the spirit of gentleness and love, and your men are praying that you read it in that very same spirit.
Know that this is not a whine session; it is a plea for help.
Who Is This Message From?
This is not a message from an abusive, hating man – I would never agree to speak for them! This message is from that man who is trying his best to be a good husband, father, and Son of God. And the first thing that needs to be said, even before the article begins, is that this husband loves you and appreciates you. He knows he wouldn't make it through life without you. He hopes to someday be worthy of his loving wife.
Who Is This Message For?
The vast majority of the women in the church do not need to hear this message as they are already doing these things. But there are those who need to hear it, so I raise my voice in hopes that they do hear it.
The message of this article is specifically to the wife who is married to a faithful husband who is doing his best to follow the standards and guidance in marriage as established by the Lord and His prophets. There are things in this article that may or may not apply to those of you who do not have a righteous husband who is trying live the Gospel and follow the covenants he has made.
___________
PART ONE: Some “Healthy Marriage” Basics
NOTE: This section is based on my religious experience as a Christian and as a Latter-day Saint. Discussion of men and women and the various gender roles are from that background. If you are from another religious background, your religion may have taught these things from a different viewpoint. I can only speak from my background and do not in any way mean to belittle another's background.
Cleaving to Each Other
Immediately upon God's creating of Man and Woman, Adam named his companion 'Woman', “… because she was taken out of Man.” (Genesis 2:23, Old Testament) STRONG'S Concordance defines 'taken' as: 'to take', 'get', 'fetch', 'lay hold of', 'seize', 'receive', 'acquire', 'buy', 'bring'. Adam's flesh was given to give life to Eve – he 'bought' her life with the giving of his flesh; she acquired mortal life by the sacrifice of his flesh.
The Lord then commanded -
“Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.” (Genesis 2:24; see also Matthew 19:5, Mark 10:7)
In the Book of Genesis the Hebrew word 'dabaq' is used where the King James Version says 'cleave', and it is further defined by STRONG'S as: 'to cling', 'stick', 'stay close', 'cleave', 'keep close', 'stick to', 'stick with', 'follow closely', 'join to', 'overtake', 'catch'. The Greek word 'proskollao', used when the Savior quotes the Old Testament as recorded in Matthew and Mark, is defined as: 'to be joined'; 'to glue upon, glue to'; 'to join one's self to closely', 'cleave to', 'stick to'.
In a good, healthy marriage the only thing a man truly wants to do is cleave unto his beloved wife. He has no desire to 'join himself to' or 'stick to' any other woman. He may still appreciate the beauty of the female form as one walks by, but his heart, mind, and devotion are firmly in the hands of his beloved companion.
Lest the human race think all this cleaving and ‘sticking to’ was commanded only unto the men, God also spoke to Eve and her daughters:
“… thy desire shall be to thy husband… ” (Genesis 3:16, Old Testament)
There is nothing else in mortality that the Lord has commanded a woman's desire towards as He has towards her husband. Your husband takes priority over all other earthly endeavors. As a woman you have a 'natural' desire towards your children and even towards yourself, but even this must be tempered while you enthrone your husband in his rightful place as set forth by Divine command – so that you will remain enthroned in your rightful place in your husband's eyes and heart.
Whether you are a man or a woman, your marriage companion and their health and well-being is more important than the children, sewing hobbies, or even genealogy. It is more important than golf, fishing, and car racing. It is more important than any calling the bishop can give you, because your marriage companion is the stewardship the Lord has given you.
One Command Spoken in two Different Ways
The startling thing about both of these ‘clinging to’ commands is that they are basically the same command; just worded differently. A man leaves his parents behind and cleaves to his wife. A woman leaves her parents behind and clings to her husband. Her desires are towards her husband; his desires are towards his wife.
This leaving behind of the parents means that your marriage must be built in a way that works for the two partners; it cannot be a carbon copy of how their parents built their marriage. Perhaps his mother did in fact do something better than her mother did; learn from it. Perhaps her father did know something better that his father; learn from it. You are building your marriage; not carrying on your parents' marriage. The defense of “that's how my mother/father did it” never overrides your companion's needs. Just make sure that the Gospel of Jesus Christ – including its divinely-appointed gender responsibilities - is the foundation upon which your marriage is built.
Susan was raised in an abusive home and knew nothing else. Knowing she was raised in such wrong conditions, she still clung to them like a lifeline because they were all she knew; even to the point of refusing to believe that anything her husband could show her from his solid, gospel-centered childhood could be any better than what she knew. She took his trying to teach her what a Gospel-centered marriage could be to mean he was trying to force her to live his parents' marriage. She eventually lost her husband and her children as they chose the Gospel over her abuse. Although she is just beginning to admit she could have learned from her husband, her abused/abusive mother's teachings that the man is supposed to cater to and obey his wife are still too strong to let her husband be her equal. (This was her mother's way to ensure that the multi-generational abuse ended.) Her husband, however, wanted to be at least an equal partner in marriage but was never able to be one while married to Susan.
Who Established the Gender Roles?
There are many gender roles that vary from one culture to another. But God did establish some basics that we ought not ignore! While men and women are certainly equal and equally-loved in God's eyes, He meanwhile gave certain gifts and 'missions' to men and certain gifts and 'missions'' to women. Simply put, to fight against God's gender roles is to fight against God.
Men and Women are equal in the sight of God. But within this equality God has equipped them and assigned them different roles and purposes. They are a 'quorum'; a Latin word that denotes that they meet in council and do all things in harmony and by common consent. Section 121 of the LDS Doctrine and Covenants teaches how these two quorum members come to agreement on matters that need agreement:
“No power or influence can or ought to be maintained by virtue of the priesthood, only by persuasion, by long-suffering, by gentleness and meekness, and by love unfeigned; By kindness, and pure knowledge, which shall greatly enlarge the soul without hypocrisy, and without guile - Reproving betimes with sharpness, when moved upon by the Holy Ghost; and then showing forth afterwards an increase of love toward him whom thou hast reproved, lest he esteem thee to be his enemy; That he may know that thy faithfulness is stronger than the cords of death. Let thy bowels also be full of charity towards all men, and to the household of faith, and let virtue garnish thy thoughts unceasingly; then shall thy confidence wax strong in the presence of God; and the doctrine of the priesthood shall distil upon thy soul as the dews from heaven. The Holy Ghost shall be thy constant companion, and thy scepter an unchanging scepter of righteousness and truth; and thy dominion shall be an everlasting dominion, and without compulsory means it shall flow unto thee forever and ever.”
(Section 121:41-46)
As Patriarchs and Matriarchs, this scripture applies to both members of the quorum we call 'a married couple'.
Where Much is Given Much is Required
“For of him unto whom much is given much is required,” said the Lord to the modern church (Doctrine & Covenants 82:3). Although the vast majority of scriptures that give marital instructions deal with how a man treats his wife, this does not leave the wife without instruction. The more a husband or wife expects from their partner, the more they must give. The more respect is required, the more respect must be given. Where more service is rendered by one partner, the receiving partner must turn around and give compensating levels of love, appreciation, and gratitude. Anything else allows selfishness and abuse to enter the relationship.
Scriptural Teachings of the Dual Responsibility in Marriage
The Apostle Paul has been sharply criticized by those who claim he wanted to place women beneath the men. Let us read some of his important teachings about marriage and discover just how much he loved women and taught the men to respect them, first from his epistle to the Corinthians:
“Let the husband render unto the wife due benevolence: and likewise also the wife unto the husband. The wife hath not power of her own body, but the husband: and likewise also the husband hath not power of his own body, but the wife.”
(1 Corinthians 7:3-4, New Testament)
Heavenly Father is not suggesting that husband and wife have a divine right to molest and abuse each others' bodies, as modern thinkers try to make from this passage. Let's read both of these verses as a single quote to better understand the whole picture.
First, God commands both husband and wife to show benevolence to each other. Webster's defines 'benevolence' as “the disposition to do good; good will; kindness; charitableness; the love of mankind, accompanied with a desire to promote their happiness.” Notice that both husband and wife are commanded to do good, show good will, and be charitable towards each other while promoting each others' welfare.
Second, if husband and wife are displaying benevolence towards each other, then certainly these verses do not suggest in any way that abuse or violence is divinely-sanctioned in marriage. What is sanctioned, however - and even commanded - is the giving of one's self, even the giving of your physical self, to build up, nurture, and comfort your husband or wife. This passage is telling both husband and wife that neither of them have the right to withhold even their body in aide and comfort and nourishment of their marriage partner. Your husband or wife has the right to come to you for comfort and find it, and you have the divine responsibility to meet their need.
Another passage by Paul that today's critic's hate is -
“Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church: and he is the saviour of the body. Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in every thing.”
(Ephesians 5:22-24, New Testament)
According to STRONG'S, 'submit' in the New Testament is defined as "a voluntary attitude of giving in, cooperating, assuming responsibility, and carrying a burden". Now, with the phrase 'giving in' I can hear many dear sisters screaming; especially those with a history of abuse. Before screaming, however, stop and define 'giving in' by the phrases that immediately follow it: cooperating; assuming responsibility; carrying a burden. I'd bet that's a much better definition of 'giving in' than that one you were just thinking!
Also remember that the woman is only commanded to follow a righteous husband.
It was certainly newsworthy to many of us when the LDS Church stopped using the word 'obey' to describe the manner in which the wife follows her righteous husband - there were women who felt the Lord had liberated from their husband. But before the celebrations went too far I hope the celebrants paused to look up the definition of 'harken', which is the word the Church now uses in the place of 'obey'. As was noted in a recent General Conference address and as defined in Webster's Dictionary, 'harken' means to 'listen and follow'. A wife who is striving to be a Daughter of God has been commanded to 'listen to' and 'follow' her righteous husband, even if we aren't using the 'obey' word.
Carefully note that Paul does not let the husband assume leadership in the home without his responsibilities being equally noted:
“Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it; That he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word, That he might present it to himself a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish.”
(Ephesians 5:25-27, New Testament)
While a wife's love for her husband is patterned after the love the church shows to Christ, the love a husband shows his wife must be patterned after the love Jesus Christ shows for His Church – His followers. This leaves no room for abuse of any sort. This leaves no room for self-centered leadership or power plays. This leaves room only for love and charity. Remembering that where much is given much is required, it is then required for the wife to turn and render the same unreserved love to her husband – to include harkening to his leadership as the representative of the priesthood in the family.
Paul compared the relationship of the husband and the wife to the relationship between the church and Christ. Does the church dictate to and give instructions to Christ? Does the church give Christ a list of what they will and won't do for Him? Does the church decide it knows better and that Christ needs to go sit in a corner and come out only when the church has the need of someone to tote heavy things around the house? Does the church tell Christ He is stupid and to shut up just because He disagrees with the church? Conversely, does Christ neglect the church for personal pleasures? Does he believe his employment in the workforce is more important than his eternal stewardships?
Knowing that in this passage Paul was speaking to a predominately Hellenistic culture that worshiped the 'ideal male body' (think “naked Greek statue”) the same way today's media urges us to worship those mythological large chests, gorgeous stomach muscles, and thin waist lines, it is of note that Paul charged these body-conscience men with the following responsibility:
“So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth himself. For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it, even as the Lord the church: for we are members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones. For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two shall be one flesh. This is a great mystery: but I speak concerning Christ and the church. Nevertheless let every one of you in particular so love his wife even as himself; and the wife see that she reverence her husband.”
(Ephesians 5:28-33)
Notice Paul spent far more time teaching the husbands their responsibilities than he did the wives! He spent the vast majority of these passages instructing the husbands how to treat their wives, and then he said to the women, in effect, 'Oh, and you go and do likewise'. Once again, the same commandment given to both marriage partners.
One final scripture and then we will address the topic this article is actually about. In modern times the Lord has given specific commands as to the maintenance of the wife and children:
“Verily, thus saith the Lord, in addition to the laws of the church concerning women and children, those who belong to the church, who have lost their husbands or fathers: Women have claim on their husbands for their maintenance, until their husbands are taken; and if they are not found transgressors they shall have fellowship in the church. And if they are not faithful they shall not have fellowship in the church; yet they may remain upon their inheritances according to the laws of the land.
“All children have claim upon their parents for their maintenance until they are of age. And after that, they have claim upon the church, or in other words upon the Lord's storehouse, if their parents have not wherewith to give them inheritances.
“And the storehouse shall be kept by the consecrations of the church; and widows and orphans shall be provided for, as also the poor. Amen.”
(Doctrine & Covenants 83:1-6)
While the husband is commanded to maintain his wife and children, the level at which this maintenance is set is certainly not specified and certainly should not be decided by a single member of the quorum we call 'a married couple'. Once again considering the passage of 'where much is given much is expected', a true Daughter of God understands that she dare not expect anything from her husband that she is not willing to return in kind. She cannot take the entire paycheck and spend it on herself and the children and leave her husband hungry and in rags. She cannot have a closet full of shoes while getting angry at how much money is being spent on his single, bi-annual pair.
The gratitude the wife shows her husband by maintaining him in a healthy and presentable manner will directly determine how well and constant his maintenance of her will continue.
You Get What You Give
If you want a husband to act towards you with Victorian courtesies, then you must use Victorian courtesies towards him. If you want him to lead in love, then you must follow in love. If you want him to listen and remember, then you must listen and remember. If you want gentleness and tenderness, you must give gentleness and tenderness. If you want a husband whose life is centered around gratitude, service, love, and sacrifice for his family, then you must return it in kind; otherwise you will be telling him that you no longer wish these things from him.
And Men: go thou and do likewise.
While I certainly do not support the sort of marriage association that existed in Midevil Europe, neither do I think of women as weaklings who are “unapt to toil and trouble” (I was raised by a woman who learned how to work a farm during the Depression with no power appliances), we can still learn from Shakespeare's tamed shrew as she berates two other women still in the shrew stage. And, we men can learn about the Gratitude we should be showing our wives from this same passage; they do do a lot for us!:
Fie, fie! unknit that threatening unkind brow,
And dart not scornful glances from those eyes,
To wound thy lord, thy king, thy governor:
It blots thy beauty as frosts do bite the meads,
Confounds thy fame as whirlwinds shake fair buds,
And in no sense is meet or amiable.
A woman moved is like a fountain troubled,
Muddy, ill-seeming, thick, bereft of beauty;
And while it is so, none so dry or thirsty
Will deign to sip or touch one drop of it.
Thy husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper,
Thy head, thy sovereign; one that cares for thee,
And for thy maintenance commits his body
To painful labour both by sea and land,
To watch the night in storms, the day in cold,
Whilst thou liest warm at home, secure and safe;
And craves no other tribute at thy hands
But love, fair looks and true obedience;
Too little payment for so great a debt.
Such duty as the subject owes the prince
Even such a woman oweth to her husband;
And when she is froward, peevish, sullen, sour,
And not obedient to his honest will,
What is she but a foul contending rebel
And graceless traitor to her loving lord?
I am ashamed that women are so simple
To offer war where they should kneel for peace;
Or seek for rule, supremacy and sway,
When they are bound to serve, love and obey.
Why are our bodies soft and weak and smooth,
Unapt to toil and trouble in the world,
But that our soft conditions and our hearts
Should well agree with our external parts?
Come, come, you froward and unable worms!
My mind hath been as big as one of yours,
My heart as great, my reason haply more,
To bandy word for word and frown for frown;
But now I see our lances are but straws,
Our strength as weak, our weakness past compare,
That seeming to be most which we indeed least are.
Then vail your stomachs, for it is no boot,
And place your hands below your husband's foot:
In token of which duty, if he please,
My hand is ready; may it do him ease.
(Shakespeare, “Taming of the Shrew” Act Four Scene Two)
___________
PART TWO: Pleas from the Distressed, Despairing Men
We are now down to the actual things the men responding to these 'Men and Depression' articles have asked me to say. Remember that I am speaking for the good and righteous men; not the overbearing, bossy, abusive men – they can find their own speaker. Examples given are from stories the men have shared with me and names have of course been changed.
Self-Reliant … from Your Spouse… ?
Lucy completed several years of therapy for an abusive childhood. When she was done, she mistakenly believed she had gotten through it all on her own and that no one except the therapist helped her. She proclaimed Self-Reliance as the order of the day, stating that if she got herself through such difficult emotional growth than everyone else can and ought to. She refused from that time to comfort or nourish the husband who got her through her therapy while he dealt with his own depression, and her teenage children suddenly had to handle life on their own as she made it plain that if they were weak enough to ask for help than they were unworthy of her help. When her husband told her that all he needed was to feel her love (he just wanted a hug!), her angry, indignant retort was that it was his responsibility to feel her love (without any evidence being offered) and if he couldn't then he was being selfish and self-centered if he expected her to do anything about it.
The wife who is dependent on a husband who fulfills the divine command of providing for her needs – food, clothing, shelter, worthy priesthood guidance – needs to understand that he is worthy of every kind and grateful act she can commit on his behalf. To be proud of how much she does not do for him is to trivialize his efforts and belittle him. It is the ultimate ingratitude.
Care About Me!
There are couples even within the church who are mistaking the emphasis on Self-Reliance to mean that they even need to be self-reliant from their spouse's support and aide. Too many women who are still homemakers – full-time in the home - in a need to express their independent womanhood, come to church and are actually proud that their husband gets himself up, makes his own breakfast and lunch, does household chores, and then gets himself off to work – all without her ever rising from bed or even waking up. She sends him out into the world unkissed and uncared for, expecting him to actually return in the evening and pick up where he left off with his household chores, his own laundry and ironing, and taking care of the children, leaving the independent woman free to spend her day doing important things like genealogy and quilting and scrap booking. After all, she proudly exclaims, “Why should I do for him what he can do for himself?”
Aren't we grateful our Savior Jesus Christ never took this same Self-Reliant attitude towards us? Dear Sisters, the one thing your husband cannot do for himself is demonstrate your love, care, and concern for him. You are the only one who can do that. If you don't demonstrate your love and gratitude for him, he cannot feel it, see it, detect it, or believe it even exists. Your actions or - lack of actions - are the final voice.
Your husband and his physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual health is more important to you than anything else. Your love and support keeps him healthy and able to continue support you financially, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. His is to be the breadwinner; you are to be the nurturer, not just of the children, but of your husband as well – this is the family plan God established. Cut off this care and he will either slowly starve or he will find another place to receive nourishment.
The type of man the Daughter of God wants for a husband is the kind that does things to build up and assist his wife even before taking care of himself. He will not take care of his health for himself, but he will for his wife's happiness. He will not shave and comb his hair for himself, but he will clean himself up to make her look good when they go out together. He will not diet for himself but he will because she cares enough to make sure he eats right. If she doesn't care – and show that care! - then he will not care either. That's simply how men are. Her care will keep him alive to provide for her, while her neglect will kill him or drive him away.
Be Quiet and Just Hug Me
One of the remarkable gifts God gave women is the ability to fix things that have to do with the heart and mind. But depression, trauma, and grieving often go beyond this ability. A wise women needs to know her limits in trying to fix these things. But even within these limits, there is one very important role you must play – or someone else will end up playing it.
Love must be administered to your husband by holding him to you and hugging him. Hold his head to your breast. This medicine must be administered without analyzing him or discussing the issue. Sing to him; hum to him; tell him he's your knight in shining armor – but absolutely no discussion, no questions, and no analyzing while administering this Love, or the medicine will sour and he will look for a new pharmacy.
Someone in Esther's family told the rest of the family that she simply tells her husband to ”get over it” or “talk to your doctor; I'm not interested” and even withholds her affection until he 'obeys' her. Esther's clarification of this rumor was concise and to the point: “What kind of #$%&* do they think I am?” (Her words, not mine; don't ask me to translate.) “Of course I hug him! I'm his wife and I love him. And he’s not going to find comfort anywhere but in my arms!”
Esther told me that she tells her husband: “I can't understand what you are going through, but I can love you.” Then she hugs him. She hugs him as long as he needs it and listens for as long as he needs to talk. She says that she listens but does not answer because what he needs is to be able to talk. When he is done she hugs him a little longer and tells him what she thinks he needs to discuss with his therapist. And, she makes sure he takes his medicine.
From birth, life teaches men that a woman's embrace, even being held against the breast, is the source of greatest comfort and consolation. I do not think this is a result of millions of years of evolution; I believe it is of divine origin. To the man's mind and emotions there is nothing to replace it. To hold your man to your breast to comfort and console him is not a sexy, erotic, or exploitive action – it is a sharing of your deepest, most personal love, affection, and comfort. It shows you have faith and trust that the man or child you are holding will respect you – to refuse it is to show distrust and a lack of faith in their love for you. It is also a sharing of love and tenderness that is only shared with the man or child to whom you are deeply attached. It is, as well, a fulfillment of Paul's admonition of not withholding one's self as quoted earlier (1 Corinthians 7:3-4, New Testament). To withhold this comfort is to withhold the deepest, most personal love you can give your man, and that withholding will build resentment.
Darcy is a childhood abuse victim, and although she and her husband bore and raised a large family, she could never bring herself to hold her husband or her children to her and comfort them. Her husband learned early in their marriage that if the children were ever to be comforted he would have to do it. He has become so adept at showing his gentle nature to a hurting or needy child that a Father's Day card from his daughter bore the simple message: “All that I learned about love I learned from you.” The only difference between Darcy and her husband in this regard was that Darcy's husband was willing to 'hug and hold'.
Darcy has been through several years of therapy but she still refuses to comfort and console. In fact, she has gotten to where she will briefly hug and kiss only at family prayer, claiming that since her therapy she cannot stand anyone touching her because of the memories of abuse it brings up. She tells her husband, a chronic depression sufferer, that he needs to get over his “unnatural dependency” of needing to be hugged; he needs to realize that kissing more than once a day is too much and he needs to learn to be more self-reliant. “You're not my responsibility!” she exclaimed when her husband, hurting with a bout of depression, asked for nothing more than a simple hug and a kind word. Her husband finally decided to obey her instructions and has employed a divorce lawyer to assist him in his wife-ordered self-reliance, saying that in his eyes divorce is a lesser sin when compared to suicide.
Once your man has been sufficiently hugged and some shred of sanity returned… Okay, now you can talk to him. Gently and kindly, though; this is still not the time to analyze or criticize.
Please Believe Me!
The perception a depressed, grieving, or traumatized man can have of any given situation can be way off-center from reality. This is where you must remember you are his wife and not his therapist. Seek to understand his viewpoint without having to correct it for him or agreeing with what you believe is a serious case of warped thinking. Don't lecture him about how wrong he is – lectures will not fix this one! - comfort and console him and let him know “I think you're seeing the situation in the wrong light but I am still on your side.” Then lovingly urge him into the counseling of a church leader or mental health professional, and let them aide him in getting his perceptions zeroed in on what is real and what is not. This way you are 'on his side' and yet you are still helping him. He will thank you when all is said and done – the fact that you were on his side through the hell of what he's going through will be a cement that will hold you together for a very long time – a far better cement that you having to have the satisfaction of 'being right'.
Give Me the Help I Need; Not the Help You Demand I Accept
One pitfall of wanting to fix things is that many women decide they know what their man needs, and no amount of talk from their husband, the bishop, or even a mental health professional is going to deter her in what she has decided. 'They are all wrong; I know best' can often be a dangerous, selfish, and self-centered statement.
Listen to your man and hear what he says he needs. You may find that the love and gratitude you receive in return for helping him in the way he thinks he needs help is better then having to be right. Listen to your husband. Listen to your church leaders. Listen to the therapist. Be humble enough to try what they are saying.
Don't Touch My Chocolate!
We all self-medicate; that's just the human in us. Do not take away what your husband uses to self-medicate unless you can replace it with something he feels is better and more effective – or unless it is a harmful self-medication… like achohol. If a chocolate bar calms him down and keeps him from screaming at the children and turning the house into a nightmare, then don't deny him his chocolate until you have helped him learn what a good alternative chamomile tea can be – and with far fewer calories. If you're lucky he'll come around on one of your bad days and show what a couple of pieces of chocolate dropped into a steaming mug of chamomile tea can do for your mood! (Trust me, it's Heaven on Earth.)
Sometimes self-medication means building a physical reaction – like spending time building things in the garage or doing yard work at a time when he is alone and can compose himself. Give him this outlet as long as he doesn't carry it into excess.
If, however, he has turned to harmful self-medication such as alcohol or drugs or other things that cause harm – well, that's a different story! Take the steps you need to and call into help the appropriate church and medical assistance to stop destructive self-medication and help replace it with something healthy.
Admit to Your Imperfections
Many men have confessed to me that their wife's denial that she could possibly be doing something to depress him is one of their greatest sources of depression! Sisters, although we rarely dare speak of it, we already know you are not perfect. If you were perfect you would have been taken up into Heaven as was Elijah, and we would be missing you terribly. The fact that you are still on earth is embarrassing, undeniable, and public proof that your Heavenly Father believes you still have room for growth and improvement.
Just as it is your stewardship from God to aide your husband in attaining perfection, so it is your husband's stewardship to aide you in gaining perfection. Thwarting God's steward is to thwart God and your own eventual perfection.
If your husband has the courage to tell you that you are doing something that depresses him, remember the Lord's words to Emma Smith before angrily exploding all over that courageous man:
“Continue in the spirit of meekness, and beware of pride. Let thy soul delight in thy husband… ”
(Doctrine & Covenants 25:14)
Previous articles in this series established that 'gentle' was a more accurate translation than 'meek' while reading the New Testament, so let's apply that translation here and say that the Lord is telling dear Sister Emma to “continue in the spirit of 'gentleness', and beware of pride.”
Listen to your husband in the spirit of gentleness and love. Continue to encourage him in his recovery. Be humble enough to examine yourself and see if, by some chance, you could possibly be doing something in a way that would be taken negatively by the man with which you are trying to build an eternal future. If needed, be willing to accompany him to his therapist so the therapist can judge the validity of your alleged imperfection. Remember that any marriage built on the belief that the woman is already perfect rarely lasts past the youngest child's adulthood.
I now need to turn around and remind the men standing behind me that when they speak to their beloved wife about her imperfections they need to follow this same advise - continue in the spirit of gentleness and beware of pride. For those who need this 'spirit of gentleness' further defined, the Lord broke it down item-by-item in Section 121 of the Doctrine and Covenants, as quoted earlier.
Remember: just because a man can state verbally that you have a fault does not mean he doesn't love you – it is, rather, proof he loves you enough to brave your wrath! Be the gentle Daughter of God you say you are and listen to your priesthood leader's love for you. Your inability to listen to him will rob you of the love and support your husband could give you, while gently harkening to him will bring you in line with God's plan for your happiness. (One of the many reasons you help your husband through his hard times is to ensure that you have a Son of God leading home who can be an able conduit for the Holy Spirit - so build up that resource and then utilize it, even when you disagree with it.)
No More Male-Bashing
Even church-going women are falling prey to the current worldly trend of “male-bashing”. Jokes told at church and in shared e-mails make men the receiving end of all the world's ills while driving out of proportion those things women think are strange and silly in their men. An occasional joke is fine, but to make it a sport as so many women are doing – even in the church! - is to tell your man over and over again how stupid and worthless he is in your eyes.
A distressed man does not need to be bashed or made fun of. He needs to be comforted and fellowshipped. He and his feelings need to be respected and cherished by his wife. His wife needs to realize the precious gift it is that he trusts her with his feelings and emotions; he does not need to go to church to find out he was the center of the jokes told in Relief Society the Sunday before. He does not need to hear his wife, sister, mother, or daughter comparing him to the latest 'male-bashing' e-mail the sisters are sharing among themselves.
Along with male-bashing, many church-going women are also falling prey to the current trend of female superiority. Both Man and Woman have God-given roles that are different from each other but of equal importance in the eyes of the Lord. Both roles must be equally respected. If you wish for the roles of Women, Womanhood, and Motherhood to be respected and cherished by men, then you must respect and cherish the roles of Men, Manhood, and Fatherhood.
Too many church-going women are also beginning to take an unhealthy advantage of an emphasis by many church leaders for the men to show more and more respect to women, and there are women who are reaching the point that they are abusing men while smiling and telling them that they have to respect them because they are a woman. Sisters, your husbands have asked me to remind you that we don't have to accept abuse just because we are supposed to respect you – any more than you have to accept abuse from us just because we are men.
When Is a Marriage Built?
A marriage is built on the foundation of how well we have struggled through this life and helped each other along the way. When a man is trapped in the hell of depression and trauma and his wife is the one who reaches into the dark to help him out and holds him close, their marriage is once again cemented with a love that will last. If, however, the wife is the one who turns him away to find that help from others, then the love, trust, gratitude, and devotion that should have been awarded to her alone is awarded to the other, and ties that should have bound him to his wife now bind him to another.
And to the men I say: This works both ways. Be there for your wife, or someone else will be.
Conclusion
A wife does not – and should not – be her husband's therapist, and even her husband knows this. She has a more important role - that of being her husband's companion, confidant, comforter, and friend. Within these roles she loves him, consoles him, comforts him, and helps him find the help he needs. In doing so she seals upon herself her husband's devotion, attention, trust, faith, and loyalty. To not do so is to drive him into someone else's arms and help seal his affection upon someone else.
Dearest Sisters: I hope you have read this in the same spirit of Love in which I have written it. Some of this was very daring for me to write, but after all I have survived on this path I've been writing about, I have the courage to say it in hopes that my voice will help others on the same journey. The distressed and despairing men who have written me have asked me to send a specific message, and I have obediently done so. God bless you in the trials you go through with your hurting man, and my prayers for you are that you cling to the Lord while aiding your husband. May God's fondest blessing be on you as you help your man recover.
“Have you helped the struggling?” was a question, said President Henry B. Eyring at the funeral of LDS Church President Gordon B. Hinckley, that President Hinckley asked him several times. As President Eyring spoke, I was in the middle of rereading one of my favorite books in all of English literature, and this question reminded me of one of my favorite characters in that book.
One of the single great books in English literature, THE PILGRIM'S PROGRESS by John Bunyan was written in 1678 and has been in continual publication ever since - it has never been out of print! Yet most of us have never read this amazing book. It is a story told through simile and allegory about a pilgrim named Christian as he journeys from his home in the City of Destruction to the great Celestial City where the Great King and the Heavenly Prince reside. Along the pilgrim's route, known as the Strait and Narrow, he meets and associates with others whose names gives us clues as to what sort of person they are: a goodly man named Evangelist meets him several times along the path to guide and teach him, while others, such as Mr. Worldly Wiseman from the city of Carnal Policy, seek to deter him in his pilgrimage. He travels through the Slough of Despond, over the Hill Difficulty, through the Valley of the Shadow of Death, and even survives Vanity Fair before finally reaching the Delectable Mountains, and then travels on to where the Celestial City sits atop Zion's Hill, a welcome reward for all faithful pilgrims.
So successful was this novel that many writers of the day attempted to write sequels, but none could equal Bunyan's gift for similes and allegory. Finally Bunyan himself wrote Book Two and published it in 1684 – it tells of the pilgrimage of Christian's wife Christiana and their four sons, who meet many of the same people as their husband and father as well as additional characters.
Since Bunyan’s time the great as well as the small have tried to utilize this pilgrimage theme in their writing. Charles Dickens, who as a youth was a great fan of Bunyan's work, subtitled his 1838 book OLIVER TWIST as “The Parish Boy's Progress”. William Thackeray's 1847 VANITY FAIR was a direct borrow of location and theme from Bunyan's work. Nathanial Hawthorne's 1843 THE CELESTIAL RAILROAD was written as a sequel to Bunyan's work and is a criticism of those who call themselves Christians but sit back and think they can simply cruise through life without any of the toil and trouble of a real pilgrimage. Even C. S. Lewis, himself a master of simile and allegory, wrote a pilgrimage book – THE PILGRIM'S REGRESS is a firm warning that even the most stalwart of pilgrims can regress in their pilgrimage and loose the eternal prize if they give in to the wrong influences. There are those who claim that Lewis' GREAT DIVORCE and CHRONICLES OF NARNIA are also pilgrimage books.
While writing my own Pilgrim sequel (yes, even the small give it a try), I took great pains to study each character and location in Bunyan’s book in order to discover the purpose and place each had in a Christian pilgrim's journey. I purposely pushed aside the many scholarly books commentating PILGRIM'S PROGRESS, deciding instead to let the scriptures and the Holy Spirit - and an 1828 Webster's Dictionary that could define the old words Bunyan used - be my commentator.
What I discovered in my study is what I consider the single most remarkable book ever written, second only to the scriptures; a volume every Christian home should own. My favorite edition is the Barnes and Noble Classics edition, which contains footnotes to define old words and phrases in modern terms. Although not all Christian readers would not agree with Bunyan's preaching of a Trinity as opposed to the Godhead, they will certainly appreciate him on the topic of Faith, Grace, and Works – while he put emphasis on the concept of Grace, he also taught with equal force that Actions (Faith and Works) are required to prove ourselves worthy of entering God's presence – a fulfilling of the Book of Mormon teaching that “it is by grace that we are saved, after all we can do.” (2 Nephi 25:23)
Having written my PILGRIM sequel nearly fifteen years ago, when I was just thinking I could make a go at writing, I have recently dusted off that manuscript and have been working it over with a bit more writing experience and additional gospel knowledge. In doing so I have come to discover and appreciate one character in particular; one most readers would smile at and move on to something more interesting. That character is known as Mister Fearing.
Meet Mister Fearing
We all know Mister Fearing – or, should I say Brother and Sister Fearing, for in my church we call each other 'Brother' and 'Sister'. Every congregation has several, and most of us try not to associate with them any more than we have to in fear that some of their attitude might rub off on us – or, because we feel they are not worthy of our attention. And, we certainly don't try to help them – after all, they have to have a tremendous lack of Faith and Courage – or a huge load of sins! - to be such fearing people!
My reading of Bunyan's book slowed right down when the story of Mister Fearing came up, mostly because I too am one of the world's many Mister Fearings. Many has been the time that I've been told it's because of a lack of Faith or a lack of testimony that I am a Mister Fearing. The real reason for my membership in the Fearing Family, however, was not diagnosed until I was forty-three years old, when the doctors diagnosed me with chronic depression; something I had suffered with all my life without understanding what was wrong or why I felt that way. The level to which my mind was worn down by stress and worry and the inability to cope with life in general would make anyone fear life! Finally I could work with the root cause instead of the symptoms, and now I have the goal of someday trading in my Mister Fearing name badge for one that reads a little more cheerful.
One of the first things I appreciate about Bunyan's characterization of my new-found hero is that the author does not condemn him, as so many “worthy” Christians tend to do with the Brother and Sister Fearings they encounter. Instead, he commends him for his courage, his long suffering, and even for his Faith. Yes, John Bunyan believed that Mister Fearing had more faith and courage than Mister Confidence! That gem of knowledge was like water to a dry well when I read it – finally someone recognized what we Mister Fearings go through to walk the same path as those who claim there's nothing to fear!
Let's join Bunyan's narration and discover what it takes to be a proper Brother or Sister Fearing.
Mister Fearing's Weaknesses
Mister Great-Heart, who is acting as guide and bodyguard to Christina and her sons (an allegory of what all ministers of the Gospel should be doing for their flock) meets up with an old man named Honest, and they discuss other pilgrims they have met and helped along the Strait and Narrow:
“Now, as they walked along together, the guide [Great-Heart] asked the old gentleman [Honest] if he did not know one Mr. Fearing, that came on pilgrimage out of his parts.
“HONEST: Yes, very well, said he. He was a man that had the root of the matter in him; but he was one of the most troublesome pilgrims that ever I met with in all my days.
“GREAT-HEART: I perceive you knew him, for you have given a very right character of him [you have described him accurately].
“HONEST: Knew him! I was a great companion of his; I was with him most an end; when he first began to think upon what would come upon us hereafter, I was with him.
“GREAT-HEART: I was his guide from my Master’s house to the gates of the Celestial City.
“HONEST: Then you knew him to be a troublesome one.
“GREAT-HEART: I did so; but I could very well bear it; for men of my calling are oftentimes intrusted with the conduct of such as he was.”
(THE PILGRIM'S PROGRESS, John Bunyan (New York: Barnes and Noble Classics, 2005); all quotations between these two characters are from pages 273-278; information in brackets is for clarification; italics and underlining added for emphasis. Spelling is the original spelling.)
As both a priesthood leader and a fellow Mister Fearing, this last sentence caught my eye – as a minister of the Gospel, the Lord has entrusted into my keeping the Brother and Sister Fearings within the scope of my church calling with equal stewardship as he has the Brother and Sister Confident and Self-Assured! The thought came to me that we are not called just to shepherd the strong and mighty – we are more-importantly called to extend a hand to those who appear weak and in need.
“HONEST: Well then, pray let us hear a little of him, and how he managed himself under your conduct.
“GREAT-HEART: Why, he was always afraid that he should come short of whither he had a desire to go. Every thing frightened him that he heard any body speak of, if it had but the least appearance of opposition in it. I heard that he lay roaring at the Slough of Despond for above a month together; nor durst he, for all he saw several go over before him, venture, though they many of them offered to lend him their hands. He would not go back again, neither.”
Webster's 1828 English Dictionary defines 'despond' as “To be cast down; to be depressed or dejected in mind; to fail in spirits; to lose all courage, spirit or resolution; to sink by loss of hope”. I find it remarkable that even though Mister Fearing wallowed through the Slough of Despond for over a month, he refused to go back to the City of Destruction; the starting place of all Pilgrims as they journey to the great Celestial City – he would not turn his back on his pilgrimage as he knew it was the right thing to do, no matter how impossibly hard it appeared to be. He would not give up. Right then and there Mister Fearing became my hero – no matter how hard his desponding mind made the journey, he kept his face toward Mount Zion and the Celestial City. Now that's heroism!
Great-Heart continues:
“The Celestial City - he said he should die if he came not to it; and yet he was dejected at every difficulty, and stumbled at every straw that any body cast in his way. Well, after he had lain at the Slough of Despond a great while, as I have told you, one sunshiny morning, I do not know how, he ventured, and so got over; but when he was over, he would scarce believe it. He had, I think, a Slough of Despond in his mind, a slough that he carried every where with him, or else he could never have been as he was.”
Hmm – it was a sunshiny day on which Mister Fearing finally crawled out of the Slough of Despond – could it be he suffered from seasonal depression brought on my too much dark weather? Could it have been a spiritual seasonal depression brought on my too many days without spiritual light? Whichever it was, Mister Fearing made it through and came to stand at the gate through which the pilgrim enters into the Good Shepherd's sheepfold; a gate with no handle – the pilgrim must call out for the gate to be opened:
“So he came up to the gate… that stands at the head of this way [the Strait and Narrow], and there also he stood a good while before he would venture to knock. When the gate was opened, he would give back, and give place to others, and say that he was not worthy. For, all he got before some to the gate, yet many of them went in before him. There the poor man would stand shaking and shrinking; I dare say it would have pitied one’s heart to have seen him. Nor would he go back again.”
How many of us know someone who is too shy or too scared to stand and offer a prayer or give a talk? They willingly stand back and let others do precisely that when they don't think they have the courage to do it. How many of us simply rush past them instead of stopping, taking them by the hand, and literally bringing them into the fold? Speaking as a lifetime member of the Mister Fearing Association, I know that often a smile and an extended hand is all that is needed to give courage to the average Brother or Sister Fearing.
“At last he took the hammer that hanged on the gate in his hand, and gave a small rap or two; then one opened to him, but he shrunk back as before. He that opened stepped out after him, and said, Thou trembling one, what wantest thou? With that he fell down to the ground. He that spoke to him wondered to see him so faint, so he said to him, Peace be to thee; up, for I have set open the door to thee; come in, for thou art blessed. With that he got up, and went in trembling; and when he was in, he was ashamed to show his face. Well, after he had been entertained there a while, as you know how the manner is, he was bid go on his way, and also told the way he should take. So he went on till he came out to our house [Interpreter's House, where Great-Heart normally served]; but as he behaved himself at the gate, so he did at my Master the Interpreter’s door. He lay there about in the cold a good while, before he would adventure to call; yet he would not go back… ”
Mister Fearing got up the courage to knock for himself, but then he shrank back when the Good Shepherd opened the gate – and we know it was the Good Shepherd Himself as He employs no servants at that particular gate (2 Nephi 9:41, Book of Mormon). We would all like to picture ourselves as strong and brave enough to look the Good Shepherd in the eye and take his hand like a fellow shepherd and march proudly through the gate – how comforting it is to know that the Good Shepherd is willing to reach out and help the Brother and Sister Fearings among us step through into His sheepfold. Without the Brother and Sister Fearings of the world, we would never learn that the Fearing Family is as valued and prized by the Good Shepherd as the Confident Family.
“Never Give Up”
By the time I got this far in Great-Heart's account of Mister Fearing's pilgrimage, the thing I noticed most was that however afraid he got, Mister Fearing refused to “go back”; he refused to give up. However afraid he may have been, he continued on despite a fear that often crippled him. Let's think for a moment of the Fearing members of our own congregations – the rest of us naturally ignore them or don't even notice them to begin with, yet they continue to come to church Sunday after Sunday and are the first to put their names on a list for a service project – they refuse to “go back” because they know what they are doing is right and true. Oh, how we could all learn from these faithful, courageous men and women; how many of us have missed out on possibly-great lessons on faith and courage because we don't notice or offer to help these silent members?
The lord Loves Him – and Her!
In Great-Heart's narration, Mister Fearing made his way along the Strait and Narrow to Interpreter's House, where pilgrims pause in their journey to begin to learn what we might call the 'mysteries of godliness'. Here again he was too afraid to knock – but he was courageous enough to not turn back. Great-Heart continues:
“At last, I think I looked out of the window, and perceiving a man to be up and down about the door, I went out to him, and asked what he was: but, poor man, the water stood in his eyes [he was frightened to tears]; so I perceived what he wanted. I went therefore in, and told it in the house, and we showed the thing to our Lord: so he sent me out again, to entreat him to come in; but I dare say, I had hard work to do it. At last he came in; and I will say that for my Lord, he carried it wonderful lovingly to him… For my Master, you must know, is one of very tender bowels, especially to them that are afraid; wherefore he carried it so towards him as might tend most to his encouragement.”
The Lord of the house sent his servants out into the cold, dark world to retrieve a single soul too afraid to knock to gain entrance, and then He tended the pilgrim Himself! How many of us, as servants of a Lord who, as Bunyan expressed, has a special love and tenderness for Brother and Sister Fearing, feel justified in staying inside the warm, cozy house with the 'Ninety and Nine' and expect the weak and the frightened One (Matthew 18:12, New Testament) to come to us before we decide whether they are worthy of our ministrations? Instead, we should be watching the actions of our Lord and listen when he says to “Go, and do thou likewise.” (Luke 10:37, New Testament)
“Well, when he had had a sight of the things of the place, and was ready to take his journey to go to the city, my Lord, as he did to Christian before, gave him a bottle of spirits, and some comfortable things to eat. Thus we set forward, and I went before him… ”
Each of us, strong or weak; confident or scared, have shepherds assigned to us by the Good Shepherd to help us along the Strait and Narrow; He has never at any time expected us to trod that path alone! Ministers and congregation members alike have the 'call' from the Lord to shepherd their neighbor. (Notice that we have shepherds to guide us while at the same time we also act as shepherds for others.) Additionally, it is worthy of note that we do not get to pick and choose which pilgrims we will in turn assist, for the Good Shepherd has commanded that we assist each and every pilgrim we meet along the way.
What Mister Fearing Knows
With Great-Heart as his guide and guard, Mister Fearing continued up the Strait and Narrow. There are, spaced along the path, various scenes for the pilgrim to view and understand. Great-Heart reported that -
“..he seemed glad when he saw the cross and the sepulchre. There I confess he desired to stay a little to look; and he seemed for a while after to be a little cheery… .”
Mister Fearing found cheer at the sight of the small hill with both a cross and a sepulcher; symbols of Christ's sacrifice for us. But while Brother and Sister State-the-Obvious are busy explaining in Sunday School that this of course represents Christ's sacrifice for our sins, Brother and Sister Fearing know this is only a part of the story, for as Isaiah explained,
“He is despised and rejected of men;
a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief:
and we hid as it were our faces from him;
he was despised, and we esteemed him not.
Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows:
yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted.
But he was wounded for our transgressions,
he was bruised for our iniquities:
the chastisement of our peace was upon him;
and with his stripes we are healed.”
(Isaiah 53:4-5, Old Testament)
As surely as He suffered for our sins and transgressions, the Good Shepherd's atonement also covers for and lifts from our shoulders our griefs, our sorrows, our secret fears, and all other things that keep us from the Peace of His pastures. This is what Mister Fearing understood and rejoiced at as he gained cheer at that sight of the cross and the sepulcher.
The Root of His Worry
“When he came to the Hill Difficulty, he made no stick at that, nor did he much fear the lions: for you must know, that his troubles were not about such things as these; his fear was about his acceptance at last.”
Ah! The truth about Mister Fearing's fear may at last be coming to light! He was afraid that the Great King of the Celestial City may not accept one so low and unworthy as himself; he feared that anything he did will never be good enough for him to be welcomed into the Heavenly Courts – especially while he is busy comparing himself to Brother Confidence, Brother Self-Assured, Brother Never-Fear, and Brother Painted-On-Smile! Well, doesn't that just destroy all our assumptions and judgments?
We must remember that such fear keeps all honest pilgrims on the Strait and Narrow and busy serving their fellow travelers, as expressed many times in the Old Testament:
“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom” (Psalms 111:10)
“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge: but fools despise wisdom and instruction.” (Proverbs 1:7; see also Proverbs 9:10)
“The fear of the LORD is the instruction of wisdom; and before honour is humility.” (Proverbs 15:33)
“Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom; and to depart from evil is understanding.” (Job 28:28)
“And wisdom and knowledge shall be the stability of thy times, and strength of salvation: the fear of the LORD is his treasure.” (Isaiah 33:6)
Where does such a fear lead the honest pilgrim? I admit that as a child I was always taught the God loved me and I was to love Him, and then as a teenager I was hit with the concept of fearing Him and that this would be the foundation of all wisdom. For decades this was never reconciled in my mind, but in Book One of Pilgrim's Progress I found the answer. The pilgrim Christian is talking with his companion Hopeful, and this is what's said:
"HOPEFUL. I do believe, as you say, that fear tends much to men’s good, and to make them right at their beginning to go on pilgrimage.
"CHRISTIAN. Without all doubt it doth, if it be right; for so says the word, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.”
"HOPEFUL. How will you describe right fear?
"CHRISTIAN. True or right fear is discovered by three things:
1. By its rise; it is caused by saving convictions for sin.
2. It driveth the soul to lay fast hold of Christ for salvation.
3. It begetteth and continueth in the soul a great reverence of God, his word, and ways; keeping it tender, and making it afraid to turn from them, to the right hand or to the left, to any thing that may dishonor God, break its peace, grieve the Spirit, or cause the enemy to speak reproachfully." (THE PILGRIM'S PROGRESS, John Bunyan (New York: Barnes and Noble Classics, 2005) page 168)
It is not specifically God the Father or the Son whom we should fear; it is the great Plan of Salvation!
"There is a law, irrevocably decreed in heaven before the foundations of this world, upon which all blessings are predicated - And when we obtain any blessing from God, it is by obedience to that law upon which it is predicated." (Doctrine & Covenants 130:20-21)
"I, the Lord, am bound when ye do what I say; but when ye do not what I say, ye have no promise." ( Doctrine & Covenants 82:10)
God, our Heavenly Father, is bound by His own law and by the covenants He makes with us to bless us when we obey and to punish us when we do not obey. Although we look forward to his rewards, we fear his punishments, and we translate that fear into fearing God. This fear causes within us a realization of our sins - it produces Guilt. Then, it drives us to seek the Savior and His saving Grace. Then it builds in us a reverence for God and His ways, building in us a fear to deviate to the left or to the right, keeping us on that strait, narrow path that will bring us home to God. If Fear does this, then it is a good thing.
The fruit of this fear can be expressed by this ancient Psalm:
“Trust in the LORD with all thine heart;
and lean not unto thine own understanding.
In all thy ways acknowledge him,
and he shall direct thy paths.
Be not wise in thine own eyes:
fear the LORD, and depart from evil.
It shall be health to thy navel, and marrow to thy bones.”
(Proverbs 3:5-8, Old Testament)
Finding Joy in the Plan and Simple
Great-Heart went on to tell old Mister Honest about how easily Mister Fearing found beauty in the plain and simple places along the Strait and Narrow and how well he reacted to them:
“I got him in at the house Beautiful… Also, when he was in, I brought him acquainted with the damsels of the place; but he was ashamed to make himself much in company. He desired much to be alone; yet he always loved good talk… He also loved much to see ancient things [allegorical items representing gospel principles], and to be pondering them in his mind. He told me afterward, that he loved to be in those two houses from which he came last, to wit, at the gate, and that of the Interpreter, but that he durst not be so bold as to ask.
“When we went also from the house Beautiful, down the hill, into the Valley of Humiliation [today we would simply call it 'Humility'; a place where only the humble could enter], he went down as well as ever I saw a man in my life; for he cared not how mean [lowly; humble] he was, so he might be happy at last. Yea, I think there was a kind of sympathy betwixt that Valley and him; for I never saw him better in all his pilgrimage than he was in that Valley.
“Here he would lie down, embrace the ground, and kiss the very flowers that grew in this valley. He would now be up every morning by break of day, tracing [roaming] and walking to and fro in the valley.”
Each and every one of us should be able to find and appreciate the plain, simple, and humble beauties of the Valley of Humility as well as the 'ancient things' of the house called Beautiful, yet often it is only those who have struggled through or feared so much of life that are truly able to do so.
His Trials are Different than Yours
Next in the journey came the Valley of the Shadow of Death, perhaps the most dreaded, horrifying of all places along the pilgrim's path. It is full of monsters, hobgoblins, demons, and even false and wicked priests. Yet, let's read Great-Heart's report of just how empty the valley was of enemies as he guided Mister Fearing though its depths:
“But when he was come to the entrance of the Valley of the Shadow of Death, I thought I should have lost my man: not for that he had any inclination to go back; that he always abhorred; but he was ready to die for fear. Oh, the hobgoblins will have me! the hobgoblins will have me! cried he; and I could not beat him out of it. He made such a noise, and such an outcry here, that had they but heard him, it was enough to encourage them to come and fall upon us.
“But this I took very great notice of, that this valley was as quiet when we went through it, as ever I knew it before or since. I suppose those enemies here had now a special check from our Lord, and a command not to meddle until Mr. Fearing had passed over it.”
How perfectly this illustrates Paul's teaching in the New Testament:
“God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a way to escape, that ye may be able to bear it.” (1 Corinthians 10:13, New Testament)
The Heavenly King and his Son knew that the trials going on in Mister Fearing's mind were so severe that he did not need the added trials of those evil beings inhabiting that valley, so he was one of the few pilgrims for which the Lord, in His wisdom and infinite grace, cleared the path before him so he could pass unhindered.
As a second witness to how the Lord lessens some trials when our minds are such a great trial in and of themselves, Great-Heart described Mister Fearing's final mortal moments as he prepared to cross over the “river where was no bridge” (death):
“… there again he was in a heavy case [sad; fearful]. Now, now, he said, he should be drowned forever, and so never see that face with comfort that he had come so many miles to behold.
“And here also I took notice of what was very remarkable: the water of that river was lower at this time than ever I saw it in all my life; so he went over at last, not much above wetshod. When he was going up to the gate [the entrance into the Celestial City], I began to take leave of him, and to wish him a good reception above. So he said, I shall, I shall. Then parted we asunder, and I saw him no more.”
A Choice Spirit
When all was said and done, what did Great-Heart think of our Mister Fearing?
“GREAT-HEART: … He was a man of a choice spirit, only he was always kept very low [humble], and that made his life so burdensome to himself, and so troublesome to others. He was, above many, tender of [sensitive to] sin: he was so afraid of doing injuries to others, that he often would deny himself of that which was lawful, because he would not offend.
“HONEST: But what should be the reason that such a good man should be all his days so much in the dark?
“GREAT-HEART: There are two sorts of reasons for it. One is, the wise God will have it so: some must pipe, and some must weep. Now Mr. Fearing was one that played upon the bass. He and his fellows sound the sackbut [in Bunyan's day, a trumpet; scripturally, a stringed instrument], whose notes are more doleful than the notes of other music are: though indeed, some say, the bass is the ground [foundation] of music. [Just as fear of the Lord is the beginning or foundation of knowledge and wisdom!] And for my part, I care not at all for that profession which begins not in heaviness of mind. The first string that the musician usually touches is the bass, when he intends to put all in tune. God also plays upon this string first, when he sets the soul in tune for himself. Only there was the imperfection of Mr. Fearing; he could play upon no other music but this till towards his latter end…
“HONEST: He was a very zealous ['warmly engaged or ardent in the pursuit of an object', according to Webster] man, as one may see by the relation you have given of him. Difficulties, lions, or Vanity Fair, he feared not at all; it was only sin, death, and hell, that were to him a terror, because he had some doubts about his interest in ['right to enter'] that celestial country.
“GREAT-HEART: You say right; those were the things that were his troublers; and they, as you have well observed, arose from the weakness of his mind thereabout, not from weakness of spirit as to the practical part of a pilgrim’s life. I dare believe that, as the proverb is, he could have bit a firebrand, had it stood in his way; but the things with which he was oppressed, no man ever yet could shake off with ease.”
Impressed with the faith and courage of Mister Fearing, one of the pilgrims hearing this story sang this praise:
“Well, Master Fearing, thou didst fear
Thy God, and wast afraid
Of doing any thing, while here,
That would have thee betrayed.
And didst thou fear the lake and pit?
Would others do so too!
For, as for them that want [lack] thy wit,
They do themselves undo.”
Conclusion
As I listened intently to President Eyring speak of his association with President Hinkley and of being asked “Have you helped the struggling?”, I was holding PILGRIM'S PROGRESS on my lap, and I realized that if our beloved Mister Fearing was to be written about by a modern writer, his name might have been more accurately recorded as “Mister Struggling.” Or, Brother and Sister Struggling.
Our Heavenly Father gave each of us highly-individual challenges to deal with and overcome during this mortal life; we cannot and should not all be the same person just because we belong to the same church – no painted-on matching smiles are required by our Heavenly Father! There are those who are naturally full of cheer just as there are those who are naturally full of fear or struggle. One soul is not better than the other; each must lean to temper and utilize each emotion in its proper time and place.
Fear does not have to be a hindrance to our journey through life, but we much choose wisely on how we react to fear – it can either stop all progress and make us turn and flee, or, as in the case of Bunyan's Mister Fearing, it can actually act to make us humble enough to develop the faith, the courage, and the determination to go and do those things the Lord has called us to do. It can teach us to lean upon the Lord and not trust our own understanding.
The next time we are about to pass by the Brother Fearings and the Sister Strugglings of our congregation, let us no longer ignore them or allow them to remain hidden in a side pew; let us take them by the hand and show them through our fellowship how much the Lord loves them – for as the Prince of the Celestial City has so perfectly explained, “Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.” (Matthew 25:40)
In the city I live in there was a very high-visibility case in which a father left a little child in his truck to do a quick bit of hunting. He left the motor running so the child was warm as he slept. In the few minutes he was gone the child woke and got out of the truck looking for daddy. He died in the cold. The father's grief was terrible. He plead guilty to charges brought against him, and a day or two before sentencing he drove up into the mountains and killed himself at the place his little boy had died.
My heart was so broken for this man! I know the pain of burying a child; I cannot imagine the extra pain of blaming oneself for a death in this manner. I did not know him or his family, but my sorrow and tears could not have been more if I had.
Others in the lunch room at work, however, did not have the same tender feelings I had. I bit my tongue while they judged the man harshly and condemned him for being weak, unmanly, a coward, a wimp… all those kind things.
I am a middle-aged man whose waist is the same number of inches as my age, and I am usually a quiet person. But I rose in anger, my voice starting with the deadly-quiet tone and rising as I got angrier and angrier at the ignorant men around me. By the time I was done I was screaming and using words that would scatter the precious children I work with at church, running for their lives to escape the language with which I was explaining the facts of life to those in the lunch room who had no clue as to the mental state a person would have to be in to commit this final act. And, I was sobbing through my anger. Needless to say, condemnation of suicide is not much of a topic in our lunchroom anymore.
Here are some bullet statements from the trenches:
TRUE: “Suicide is wrong.” It is not an escape – it is a loss of Hope. If you are contemplating suicide then you need to realize you are thinking wrong and please – please! - seek help!
FALSE: “People who suicide are cowards.” It actually takes a lot of courage to suicide - as much courage as it takes to live when you are that deep in despair. The difference between the courage to suicide and the courage it live is the amount of hope or hopelessness a person feels.
TRUE: “Ninety-nine percent of the people who associate with someone contemplating suicide cannot and will not catch the clues they think they are transmitting.” That one percent who do catch the clues will not know what to do or will be too afraid to say something and embarrass the person.
FALSE: “It's all my fault that I didn't see the warning signs before someone suicided.” There are warning signs that can be seen by the trained, experienced eye, whether it be someone trying to be subtle or not so subtle in their attempt – search on the Internet or speak with a mental health professional to learn these warning signs.
Some people who attempt suicide want to be caught and helped - they usually (in my eyes; I could be wrong!) are broadcasting their intentions the loudest. Those, however who really do want to die are far more quiet and subtle. If you are not a trained medical or mental health professional, you will not know the signs to look for. It is not your fault.
As a Christian may I suggest – learn to love all men and women as the Bible teaches. Become so good at loving your fellow beings that giving extra aide and solace to someone is second nature. If you do this, then you may, just maybe, be the Lord's instrument in unknowingly helping a person resist suicide.
FALSE: “I only hurt myself if I suicide.” The average person who is ready to suicide honestly believes everyone around them will be better off if they killed themselves. They cannot see the love their family and friends have for them - they hurt too bad to be able to see it. I know a man whose family had to literally “tie him down” and “force” him to see that they loved him. After that he agreed to therapy and with his family's help recovered.
TRUE: “People who suicide are in great mental pain.” More pain than anyone else can imagine. Mental pain is the most horrible pain I have ever experienced. All the physical pains and agonies I have gone through are nothing in comparison to the mental anguish associated with this level of mental trauma. A man in one of my groups took a hammer to his hand to see if breaking the bones in his hand would hurt worse than depression and self-hatred. He said that depression and self-hatred hurt worse – he said this with a hand highly bandaged and so damaged the doctors did not think they could salvage it.
FALSE: “Sin is the only thing that could drive a person to suicide.” While sin may cause depression, self-hatred, despair, and hopelessness, it is only one of many factors. The self-righteousness of the person making that statement can very well be a factor! I have told many people that this sort of false and incorrect judgment and condemnation can cause a loss of self-worth in an already depressed person - “There are two types of people,” I have often said, “the depressed and those who depress them.”
Instead of judging and hating and belittling someone due to what you perceive as weaknesses, reach a hand out and offer help. Offer love and companionship. Offer fellowship. Offer friendship.
Along with “Sin no more”, the Lord has also commanded: “Judge not, that ye be not judged. For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged: and with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you again.” (Matthew 7:1-2) If you want the world to be merciful to you when you are down, be merciful now to those who are down now. Leave the judging to the religious leaders and the mental health professionals. Your duty to the depressed and despairing is to love them.
Again, this is not a medical or mental essay – these are purely the thoughts of my heart. This chapter may even be expanded in future versions, but this is what is in my heart at this time.
Screaming at Deaf Ears
by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 2008
How loud does a man have to scream for help
until he's finally heard?
How many times does he have to tell his wife he hurts
until she comforts him?
How many times does he have to cry for his bishop
until he's finally believed?
The answer, my friends, will shock you.
In today's society a real Man has no problems
and needs no help -
even when he asks for it;
Doesn't everyone know that?!
The most courageous thing a man can do
is to ask for help,
And the most brutal beating he takes
from everyone around him
is when he dares to crack open
his superhero persona
and exposes the fragile child with needs!
That's just not acceptable!" they all exclaim;
"You're not supposed to need help!
You're the one whose supposed to be helping me!
How dare you expect me to reciprocate!"
They glare at him with hate and contempt and continue:
"Get back in that persona and get back to work
Saving the universe!
How dare you need a hug!
How dare you need a helping hand."
And what they don't realize is that
In order to save the universe
He needs help saving himself.
No man is an island
until he asks for help,
and then he finds out
just how alone in the world
a hurting man can be.
It is true that there is a very loving God
who watches over all,
But there are times that we need a hug,
a held hand;
an arm around the shoulder -
These things God has commanded us to do for each other!
Loving your neighbor is,
perhaps,
the most neglected command of all,
which is probably why it’s also the most-repeated.
No one hears the hurting man
until he finally speaks the language they understand:
A gun to his forehead …
his car crashed into a wall …
a bottle full of pills …
a long walk into a hot desert …
And then they all confer with each other and ask:
"Did he ever talk to you? He never talked to me… "
while all the echo of his unheard plea
is sounding so loudly
that they shouldn't even be able to hear each other.
Some professionals will tell you
that often a man takes his life
to punish those
who have been so very deaf -
I say that some men take such an action
because it's the only way some people
will finally hear him.
And then those left behind
Suddenly find themselves
Screaming at deaf ears.
____________________
Don’t Walk By
by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 2001 - Through my years of depression, I prayed for a Good Samaritan. I am sure I am not the only one who has ever felt this way. Nor will I be the last. This was written while pondering the story of the Good Samaritan.
Stripped and then beaten; left nearly dead -
He’d fallen among thieves
Who’d taken his goods; taken his mule,
And left him in a ditch.
Two good men of God saw him and paused…
…Then kept on walking by.
If only the man could have spoken
The two men would have heard -
Chorus: Don’t walk by – Can’t you see how badly I need you?
Don’t walk by - Can’t you see how I- am dying?
Don’t walk by - Can’t you see you are my only hope?
Please - don’t walk by.
His spirit beaten; his hope gone,
His one wish - an early death.
Every neighbor knew the pain he bore,
And everyone agreed
He only needed some time alone…
…They’d never interfere.
If only the man would have spoken
The neighbors would have heard -
His heart was beaten; was nearly dead
His teenage years were marred
With wrong decisions; lost innocence -
He knew that he was lost.
His tattered heart cried for help; for hope…
…But no one looked his way.
If only his heart had had a voice,
Those around him would have heard -
Yes, there are wounded all around us
Crying out for our help -
But if we depend on just our ears
We will not hear their cries.
Listen with your heart; and you will hear
Words their voices won’t say
Listen with your heart and not your ears,
And then your heart will hear -
___________________
Cerberus
by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 1999 - In Greek mythology, Cerberus is the three-headed dog that guards the entrance into the Underworld, blocking the escape of those within. It seemed appropriate.
In the midst of one's personal Hades
Cerberus still stands guard
Letting no one pass by towards the light;
Blocking escape of all who dare -
Not even Chiron, the boatman,
Dead and senseless to all things physical,
Dares the wrath of the three-headed beast.
With the triple heads of
Abhorrence, Worthlessness, and Hopelessness
All are trapped eternally in a Hell
Which others cannot understand -
And from which they cannot help one escape.
Oh, for a Hercules
Like he who braved the monster once before -
Braced up by Mercury the Messenger
and Minerva the Wise
He took on the beast and carried it off.
But where is my Messenger?
Where is Wisdom enough
That I may gain Herculean strength
And free my way
From the Darkness into Light?
_________________________
Down in the Darkness
by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 1999; suggested tune: "St Cecilia (Sewall)"
Down in the darkness, I'm not afraid,
For Jesus, my Savior, has called me His own.
For He is with me; will not desert -
When others forsake me, He'll relieve my hurt
Chorus: Even in darkness, there is a light -
The love of Jesus - it ever burns bright.
Jesus our Savior - He holds us tight
That we may embrace Him and live in His light.
When others scorn me 'till I'm ashamed,
I remember Jesus, whose love I have claimed.
When persecution become my lot -
I feel my Savior, whose love fails not.
Though tempests may rage, and storms may blow,
From His arms flow the peace others never know.
I'm never alone with my Savior, so dear;
I'm never alone, for my Savior is near.
___________________________
In the Eye of the Storm
text by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 2001; suggested tune: "Moody"
In the eye of the storm there is calm;
In the calm of the storm there is peace;
In the peace of the storm there is He
In Whose arms Peace and Calm will not cease.
__________________________
Magic Mirrors
by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 1997 - This was a stunning realization that helped propel me out of a long spell of depression.
In fairy tales it is only the beasts
Who seem to carry magic mirrors,
And I've always wondered why -
Why does something so ugly
Have to always be looking at itself?
Then one day I realized that it's because
It needs to keep proving to itself
Just how ugly it is.
There is a beast inside each one of us
That carries its own magic mirrors
And with those mirrors it traps us
With what we think we see in them.
We see our inadequacies;
We see our fears;
We see all the distorted beliefs
The beasts in life want us to believe
About ourselves.
And for some reason we only feel safe
When we hide behind
Those fuzzy, indistinct reflections?
As if they would protect us.
It is our inadequacies
And fears
And distorted beliefs
That feed the evil magic
Of those mirrors.
I no longer believe
It is bad luck
To break mirrors.
___________________________
Dreamers of the Day
by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 1998 - This is based on a saying attributed to T. E. Lawrence, better known as 'Lawrence of Arabia': "All men dream, but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds wake in the day to find that it was vanity: but dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act their dream with open eyes, to make it possible."
Dreamers of the night build with all of their might
In the useless dreams of their sleep -
They build castles grand and dynasties to stand
Through the length and breath of their sleep.
With no tears to cry, in the blink of an eye,
Empires they do build in their sleep;
But then they awake and their dreams seem to break
As they wash from their eyes the sleep.
Dreamers of the day put their hands in the clay
And work it with all of their might -
Their muscles they strain; their bodies feel the pain
As they work with all of their might.
Children will be taught of oppositions fought
As they lived with all of their might -
The memories grand and the castles that stand
Are as tribute to all of their might!
How, then, do we dream? on our sleep do we lean
As we build on all of our hopes?
Is it all in vain, this fantasy domain,
When in sleep we live all our hopes?
All true dreams must last 'till the night is long past -
We must work will all of our strength;
Must climb our dream's slope, must not give up our hope -
We must live with all of our strength!
____________________________
Summoning the Heroes
by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 1998 - written with the Olympic "Summoning of Heroes" procession in mind.
It is significant
That the Summoning of Heroes
Occurs before the Games begin -
For in this seemingly-insignificant gesture
We proclaim to the world
That all those
With courage enough to participate
Are Heroes.
Often the greatest heroes
Return home without metals.
Those who use the Games
As their reason to achieve
Or to overcome
Or to prove to no one but themselves -
These are the heroes I remember.
Occasionally a hero of mine
Stands on the victor's podium,
And I am proud of them.
But I am just as proud of my Heroes
Who stand on no podium
And whose heads are still
Held as high
As those who do.
Occasionally a hero of mine
Comes in last -
They have taught me that,
Often,
The most heroic thing
A person can do
Is to participate
Even when you know
You will come in last.
My heroes have taught me
The greatest lesson in living
That I have ever learned:
It is not your victories over others
Which make you a hero -
It is how willing you are
To participate in life,
Even when there is
No hope
For a metal
Or a victor's podium.
My heroes have taught me
That in the Closing Ceremonies of Life
What will be remembered
Is how your life
Inspired others
To become
Heroes.
____________________________
Too Many Bad Guys To Fight
by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 1992 and 2000 - This was written several years before the well-publicized death and 'surprise' resurrection of Superman in the mid-1990's. The last two verses were specifically written for a devotional address.
When did Superman finally die?
When did he stop his flying so high?
When Goodness and Right could not excite,
You and I became his kryptonite.
With all of his might he fought for the right;
There was just too many bad guys to fight.
Why's the Lone Ranger taken off his mask?
Why's he ride no longer, you may ask -
When we for the right no longer cheered
He just rode away as we laughed and jeered.
With all of his might he fought for the right;
There was just too many bad guys to fight.
And when did Zorro hang up his swords,
And stop fighting all the ugly hordes?
The dirt and the dust weren't worth it all
When we his people didn't care at all.
With all of his might he fought for the right;
There was just too many bad guys to fight.
When did Spiderman fall from his web
And allow the goodness of the world to ebb?
He finally shrugged, said "What's the use?
If they don't care, why take the abuse?"
With all of his might he fought for the right;
There was just too many bad guys to fight.
Now Wonder Woman's left us alone -
Where she has gone is still unknown.
I doubt we'll see her ever again
Until we become much better men.
With all of her might she fought for the right;
There was just too many bad guys to fight.
Did Batman finally clip his own wings
And from a building his body fling?
He gave his life on the end of a rope -
He found no soul who still had hope.
With all of his might he fought for the right;
There was just too many bad guys to fight.
The magic dragon once named Puff -
We all have treated him pretty rough!
Out of his own love, goodness he gave,
But we forced him back into his cave.
With all of their might they fought for the right;
We were just too many bad guys to fight.
There is a Hero we can't scare off
No matter how much we laugh and scoff
He'll stand beside us through thick and thin
Forever hoping our crown we'll win
With all of His might He fights for the right
And He's looking for allies to win that fight.
Seen or unseen, He stands with us
And acknowledging Him Is a must!
For with Him fighting on our side
Heaven we'll reach with Him as our Guide.
With all of our might let us fight for the right -
For He needs so many good guys – tonight!
__________________________
Deep in the Lowly Garden’s Heart
by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 2001; Common Metering 8-6-8-6 - Suggested Tune: "Cheshire" - There are times we do not want to forgive, but we cannot heal until we do. The offender should still pay the penalty for what they did, but meanwhile we have to forgive them. I wrote this as a plea for help in forgiving others.
Deep in the lowly garden’s heart
Our Savior wept in pain
That we might all be forgiven
And peace of heart regain.
Not only for our sins did He
Pay such an awful price –
He took from us all our sorrows;
All burdens to excise.
Now in the gardens of our hearts
We seek His Spirit’s calm –
But know our hearts He cannot heal
Without Forgiving’s balm.
Father, help me to forgive all
Who'll ever cause me pain,
That hand-in-hand we may obtain
Unburdened hearts again.
___________________________
Though Dreams Are Ravaged
text by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 2005; Hallelujah Common Meter: 8-8-6-8-8-6; written in the wake of Hurricane Katrina and to remind us where to turn in all great disasters in our life.
Though dreams are ravaged by the gale,
And hopes are dashed, and all hearts fail -
Still, I will follow Thee.
Though Hell's own fury strikes the sea,
I know Thy Rock will shelter me!
And I will follow Thee.
Though shame and scorn are poured my way,
And loved ones all my trust betray -
Still, I will follow Thee.
Though shoulders slump - tired, bruised, and beat -
Still I will seek Thy mercy seat!
And I will follow Thee.
Though mortal helpers ne'er appear,
I know I'll feel Thee ever near -
Still, I will follow Thee.
Thine open arms, so strong but fair,
Will lead me from Fear and Despair!
And I will follow Thee.
__________________________
Strollered Children
by Bruce T. Forbes; copyright 2002
I have discovered
That there are
Two types of children
In this world -
The first type of child
Is continually turning around
In their stroller,
Making sure their father is still there
Making sure He isn’t pulling off
Anything suspicious.
The second type of child
Continually faces forward
In their stroller -
Through the movement of the stroller
He knows his Father is there
And trusts his Father
To push him in the right direction.
I am trying very hard
To regain the faith
Of the child who is
Showing such childlike faith
In his Father…
And to simply
Enjoy the ride!
Englishwoman Anne Steele (1717-1778) was one of the great hymnists of her day, her talent compared to that of Isaac Watts and Charles Wesley. Sadly, she is barely known today. Two of her hymns ought to be read and remembered by all men seeking their God's aide with their troubles.
___________________
God the Only Refuge of the Troubled Mind
Dear refuge of my weary soul,
On thee, when sorrows rise:
On thee, when waves of trouble roll,
My fainting hope relies.
When hope revives, though pressed with fears,
And I can say, my God,
Beneath thy feet I spread my cares,
And pour my woes abroad.
To thee, I tell each rising grief,
For thou alone can heal;
Thy word can bring a sweet relief
For every pain I bear.
But oh! When gloomy doubts prevail,
I fear to call thee mine;
The springs of comfort seem to fail,
And all my hopes decline.
Yet, gracious God, where shall I flee?
Thou art my only trust,
But still my soul would cleave to three,
Though prostrate in the dust.
Hast thou not bid me seek thy face?
And shall I seek in vain?
And can the ear of sovereign grace
Be deaf when I complain?
No, still the ears of sovereign grace
Attends the mourner's prayer;
O may I ever find access,
To breathe my sorrows there.
___________
Christ the Life of the Soul
When sins and fears prevailing rise,
And fainting hope expires;
Jesus, to thee I lift my eyes,
To Thee I breathe my soul's desires.
Art thou not mine, my living Lord?
And can my hope, my comfort die,
Fix'd on thy everlasting word,
The word which built the earth and sky?
If my immortal Saviour lives,
Then my immortal life is sure;
His word a firm foundation gives,
Here, let me build, and rest secure.
Here, let my faith unshaken dwell,
Immovable the promise stands;
Nor all the powers of earth or hell,
Can e'er dissolve the sacred bands..
Here, O my soul, thy trust repose;
If Jesus is forever mine,
Not death itself, that last of foes,
Shall break a union so divine.
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