
W heæ ’s Papa?
W hat’s Masculinity?
A short primer on the m en’s m ovem ent from a man w ho grew  
up in an Adventist family with a father w ho used to be strict 
and controlling.

by Steve Daily

Re c e n t l y , per h a ps  f o r  t h e  fir st  t im e  e v e r , 

two of the top 10 books on the New 
York Times best-seller list focused on 

the subject of masculinity (Iron John and Fire 
in the Belly).1 These best-sellers are just two 
of the numerous works that have already been 
published in the 1990s dealing with male 
identity or manhood.2 Most of these books are 
experiential works that have grown out of the 
authors’ anger, frustration, or struggle to rede
fine masculine identity in an age of gender 
role revolution.

A few years ago I heard Hans Kung declare 
in a lecture at Claremont that “the change in 
sexual roles which has occurred in the west
ern world during the last two decades has
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created the most profound social revolution in 
all of civilized history.”3 Initially, such a 
statement seemed almost shocking to me. But 
the more I reflected on it, the more credible his 
claim became. The sexual role revolution of 
the ’60s, 70s, and ’80s has dramatically af
fected all of our lives and to a great degree has 
contributed to the reshaping of Western cul
ture.

The problem with this “sexual role revolu
tion” for many men, however, is that they have 
felt defined by the movement, rather than 
feeling that they’ve had any defining influence 
on the movement. To be more accurate, they 
have felt mislabeled, confused, or even at
tacked by the new definitions of sexual roles. 
In the words of Sam Keen,

Ask most any man “How does it feel to be a 
man these days? Do you feel manhood is 
honored, respected, celebrated?” Those who 
pause long enough to consider their gut feelings 
will likely tell you they feel blamed, demeaned 
and attacked. But their reactions may be pretty 
vague. Many men feel as if they are involved in



a night battle in a jungle against an unseen foe. 
Voices from the surrounding darkness shout 
hostile challenges: “Men are too aggressive, too 
soft, too insensitive, too macho, too obsessed 
with sex, too detached to care, too busy, too 
rational, too lost to lead, too dead to feel.” 
Exactly what we are supposed to become is not 
clear.. . .  At no time in recent history have there 
been so many restless, questioning men.4

As I reflect from my own experience on this 
statement, and what it has meant to try to 
define a healthy, masculine identity growing 
up during the last three decades, I can concur 
with Keen’s observation. These are confusing 
times for those who want to know what 
society expects of a man. I grew up in an 
Adventist home that modeled very traditional 
male and female sex roles. My parents were 
only 20 when I was born as the first of three 
boys. All three of us were into our teens 
before my mother started working full time 
outside the home, and there was no question 
about who was in charge or who called the 
shots in the family. My father was clearly the 
dominant figure. He was viewed with fear and 
respect and seemed to personify adjectives 
such as strong, strict, controlling, forceful, 
disciplined, and authoritarian.

My father taught me to be a man. He taught 
me that boys were tough, that they didn’t cry. 
We all learned how to control and suppress 
our emotions. Above all I learned how to 
sublimate my competitive drive and aggres
sion into a passion for sports. In fact, competi
tive sports, more than any other factor in my 
childhood and early adolescence, helped to 
shape a rather macho mentality toward mas
culinity and women.

In this regard, I will never forget the first 
year I played tackle football as a teenager. The 
coaching staff constantly attempted to moti
vate us through an extravagant use of profan
ity coupled with insults that denigrated and 
demeaned the opposite sex. Their outbursts 
could be heard at every practice: “Daily, you

tackle like a G d woman! What’s wrong
with you? Are you some kind of a f_____
sissy? Now get your a__in gear and hit ‘em
like you mean it and not like some d___little
girl!” Thankfully, as I grew out of sports and 
acquired a real intellectual curiosity and desire 
for education, such expressions of macho 
manhood were seen as laughable examples of 
sexism and immaturity.

I became a firm believer in the equality of the 
sexes, but as a young Adventist I still wasn’t 

prepared for what I would encounter in a 
Claremont doctoral program at the height of 
the feminist movement. This experience in
troduced me to a world view that presup
posed an aversion for traditional sex roles. My 
coursework included generous assignments 
from readings and books by authors such as 
Mary Daly, Rosemary Ruether, Naomi 
Goldenberg, and Anne Wilson Schaef. These 
radical feminists argued that Christendom has 
“raped, twisted, tortured and dismembered” 
the “female spirit”5; that sexism is the “root sin” 
and “original sin”6; that the truth of feminism



must bring an end to the lie of God and 
traditional religion7; and that our society is on 
an addictive self-destructive course created by 
a “white male system,” which must be re
placed by an “emerging female system.”8

In the late 70s and early ’80s the discipline 
of theology was inundated with these kinds of 
feminist works. If you were a white male it 
was a “hazardous” time9 to be attending most 
seminaries or graduate schools. The ’80s 
proved to be a decade where “male bashing” 
became the rage in a number of best-selling 
pop psychology books. Best-sellers such as 
Men Who Hate Women and the Women Who 
Love Them, Smart Women/Foolish Choices, 
and Women Who Love Too Much are just a few 
examples of popular works that presented 
men as “villains” who were generally “imma
ture, self-centered and impossible” when it 
came to building healthy relationships.10

However, in the ’90s men seem to be 
breaking out of their reactive and defensive 
tendencies to either ignore the sexual role 
revolution or to be defined by it. Many works 
are calling men to redefine their present by 
rediscovering their past. Robert Bly has be
come a present day “Iron John,” or modern 
mentor, for disoriented males of the ’90s. He 
explores the ancient stories and visions of

manhood, ranging from Grimm’s Fairy Tales 
to Homer’s Odyssey, in an effort to provide a 
new vision of manhood that can be created 
out of such works of antiquity. Bly argues that 
women are not to blame for the chaos that 
characterizes manhood today. We cannot pull 
a Freudian cop-out and blame Mother for the 
boy’s problems. Rather, the responsibility lies 
with men, and particularly the older genera
tion of men, to pass on a vision of male identity 
to those who would be more than boys.

Again as I reflect on my own experience as 
a male church member, Adventism has not 
traditionally provided a strong masculine iden
tity for its men, and it has been even more 
unsuccessful at attracting male worshipers 
into its congregations than Christian denomi
nations in general. As Malcolm Bull and Keith 
Lockhart have observed, Adventism is the 
largest Christian denomination to have been 
founded by a woman. Its ratio of two female 
members for every male reflects a growing 
disassociation of men from the church.

In contrast to other 19th-century move
ments such as Mormons or Jehovah’s Wit
nesses, Adventists have chosen to avoid a 
confrontational relationship with the state or 
culture at large, opting instead for the “tradi
tionally feminine” role of social subordination. 
Adventists have made their mark on society 
primarily as healers and nurturers and have 
always valued music over sports or athletics.11 
Yet those men who do occupy the exclusively 
male-dominated positions of leadership in the 
church have ironically imposed a hierarchical, 
domineering, and authoritarian style of deci
sion-making on church members—a form of 
decision-making that empowers the few (who 
claim to be servant-leaders), while disenfran
chising the many (males and females alike).12

I have been amazed to see that even the 
most soft-spoken Adventist liberals are not 
immune to such “power transformations.” 
Unlike Bly, this older generation of Adventist



men has not provided a vision that inspires 
their younger brothers to develop a dynamic 
redefinition of manhood. These so-called lead
ers have been too preoccupied with preserv
ing their own positions of power to worry 
about providing healthy models of male or 
egalitarian leadership.

Other authors who have contributed to the 
process of redefining masculinity in the 

’90s include Robert Weiss. His Staying the 
Course13 carefully researched the lives of 80 
m en w ho have 
achieved unusual 
success in both their 
careers and families.
His goal is to pro
vide a model of what 
“successful m an
hood” looks like by 
the standards cur
rently applied in our 
society. The prob
lem with such a study 
is that it defines male 
success in the con
text of our present 
culture. Success, as 
defined by Weiss, in
volved working very 
hard and long hours, 
often getting little sleep, bearing the tradi
tional stresses of provider, handling the in
tense pressures of being excellent at work and 
still adequate as a husband and father, and 
ultimately finding male identity and self-vali
dation through one’s occupational or profes
sional acceptance.14

Weiss’s book particularly made me think, 
for I have bought into the male success 
syndrome in the context of Adventism. I 
entered the ministry with a burning desire to 
change the church, to make it more “user 
friendly” for the younger generation. I worked

and studied hard, earning two master’s and 
two doctoral degrees. I learned how to get by 
on four to five hours of sleep a night for 
months at a time in an attempt to balance the 
responsibilities of a university chaplain, teacher, 
student, husband, and father of young chil
dren. But I have learned that the system does 
not really welcome people who try to change 
it, regardless of their qualifications, and that to 
base one’s male identity or self-validation on 
the professional goal of changing the church 
is ultimately to lose one’s identity.

I have also been 
influenced by Aaron 
K ipnis’s K nights 
W ithout A rm or,15 
which calls for a new 
male psychology and 
“radical masculinity” 
that is not primarily 
defined by the “he
roic masculinity” of 
the past or the “femi
nized masculinity” of 
the present. Rather, 
he proposes a new 
and future “authen
tic m ascu lin ity” 
which will integrate 
the best definitions 
of masculinity from 

both of these traditions. This new masculinity 
would retain such physical characteristics as 
“generative, vigilant, flexible, and strong,” but 
reject such physical traits as “domineering, 
coercive, pliant, or submissive.” It would re
tain qualities such as “assertiveness, nurturing, 
humor, and deep feeling,” but reject “depen
dence, passivity, repression, and aggression.” 

Such a vision of authentic manhood is 
attractive, but it is not being modeled or 
generated in Adventism. As usual, we are 
about 10 years behind the mainline culture. 
We have not yet embraced an egalitarian

My father was viewed with 
fear and respect. My father 
taught me to be a man. He 
taught me that boys were 
tough, that they d id n ’t cry . . . .

My hope and prayer is that 
the church can transform it
self as thoroughly an d  effec
tively as my own strict, con
trolling, an d  authoritarian  
dad  has changed.



ethic; we are still trying to figure out how to 
ordain women. So the denomination is prob
ably a decade away from facing up to the fact 
that our churches do not generally attract what 
Kipnis calls “authentic, fulfilled men.”

In The Grown Up Man, John Friel also 
makes some important contributions to a 
redefinition of manhood in the context of 
family systems, addiction, and recovery.16 He 
identifies the “betrayed male syndrome” as a 
family system that is over-mothered and un
der-fathered and calls both men and women 
together to bring 
healing and recov
ery to the dysfunc
tional system that has 
created both male 
and female broken
ness. Here again, 
there is relevance for 
the Adventist male, 
for many of us, like 
myself, were partially 
raised by Mother 
Ellen (and her red 
books). We can iden
tify with being over
m othered for our 
male identity and 
Christian identity was 
infallibly defined by 
a “perfect” woman. As any early teen, I can 
still remember the horrendous fears I struggled 
with when I first read “Sister White’s” warnings 
about masturbation in Messages to Young 
People. Her words on competition and sports 
were also quoted to me by teachers on more 
than one occasion. Yet even though I intu
itively knew that her authority was being 
overstated, there was never any father figure 
in the church who could “hold a candle” to her 
power.

Finally, from a Christian and/or theologi- 
cal/spiritual perspective, there are four more

new books on manhood which I have also 
found helpful in contributing to a redefinition 
of masculinity in the 1990s: From the conser
vative side of the Christian spectrum, Edwin 
Cole’s On Becoming a Real Man11 provides a 
powerful picture of the manhood of Jesus as 
a model for Christian men today. Cole has 
been giving seminars to men for more than a 
decade now.18 He is one of the true pioneers 
in the modern men’s movement, and his 
insights have literally transformed the lives of 
thousands of men to which he has ministered.

In a world where 
children are shaped 
and nurtured almost 
exclusively by female 
au tho rity  figures 
such as nurses, moth
ers, child-care pro
fessionals, Sunday/ 
Sabbath  school 
teachers, and ele
mentary teachers (of 
which more than 90 
percent are female), 
Cole calls men to 
rediscover their roles 
as fathers and priests 
of the home.

He calls the 
church in all its de

nominational diversity to quit being a “narcis
sistic bride” and to focus on the Bridegroom. 
Christ models a masculinity that never intimi
dates and is never intimidated: masculinity 
that is not afraid to weep with the hurting and 
oppressed, is socially proactive and willing to 
confront every bastion of injustice. It is also a 
masculinity that takes prayer seriously. Jesus 
is the ultimate man who lives what he be
lieves, whose faith is so real that he doesn’t 
fight back in the face of the greatest personal 
unfairness. In short, he is the personification 
of manhood.

Christ models a masculinity that 
never intimidates and  is never 
intimidated: masculinity that 
is not afraid to weep with the 
hurting and oppressed, and is 
willing to confront every bas
tion of injustice. Jesus’ is the 
ultimate man whose faith is so 
real that he doesn’t fight back 
in the face of the greatest per
sonal unfairness.



One reason that males may not strongly 
identify with Adventism is that the church has 
failed to elevate Christ above all else. In 
practice, we have subordinated Jesus Christ to 
both Ellen White and the institutional church 
(as “God’s Remnant”). This was recently illus
trated at a Pacific Union Academy Leadership 
Conference, where student leaders from our 
various schools were asked to stand on an 
imaginary line to indicate how they viewed 
their relationship to God. The line stretched 
across the room and was numbered from one 
to 10, with one representing no commitment 
to God and 10 representing total commitment 
to him. The majority of the students stood in 
the five to seven area.

The surprise came with the question that 
followed. When the students were asked to 
stand on the same imaginary line with refer
ence to their commitment to the Adventist 
Church, the overall scores for the group be
came significantly higher. In other words, 
these young people were more committed 
and loyal to the Adventist Church than they 
were to God. This finding is disturbing, but 
not surprising for those of us who have 
analyzed the Valuegenesis data in detail. This 
research clearly reveals that we are more 
successful at creating denominational loyalty 
in our young people than a Christ-centered 
understanding of gospel and grace.19

In my own Adventist experience, I was 
influenced most during my college and semi
nary years by a man who exalted and glorified 
Christ more than any other teacher. I’ve read 
at least 10 of his books and still sometimes 
listen to his class tapes. He was a man who 
constantly pointed people to Jesus not only as 
the perfect male, but also as the perfect human 
being. Yet this kind of Christ-centered teach
ing was ultimately rejected by the church at 
Glacier View. Even more important than male 
and female identity is identity in Christ.20 Cole 
argues that “manhood and Christlikeness are

synonymous.”21 If the church wants more 
men to darken its doors, it must call men to 
follow the radical Christ.

T he church must also make some very 
practical efforts if it is to become more 

“male-friendly.” Gordon Dalbey’s Healing the 
Masculine Soul provides the most thoughtful 
insights from a Christian perspective. It is 
experiential and modern in its approach.22 
Dalbey calls for a redefinition of masculinity 
that is church-based. He identifies reasons 
why many men do not attend church and 
offers practical suggestions about how the 
church can become more user friendly to men.

When you really stop to think about it, how 
many Adventist churches have ongoing minis
tries specifically designed to attract and in
volve men in the life of the church? The 
“feminization of American religion” is a pro
cess that began more than a century ago and 
continues to build momentum today.23 Many 
times priorities in our congregations reinforce 
the “masculine myth” that religion is for women, 
children, wimpy men and old folks, but not for 
“real men.” Our churches often have women’s 
study groups, but not too many church-spon
sored gym nights or recreational leagues.

Two other books on manhood that have 
influenced me significantly 
both deal directly with 
the problem of in
ternalized mascu
line rage, how to 
identify it, and 
how to heal it.
The first book, 
w hich has 
r e s o n a t e d  
deeply with 
my own ex
perience, is 
A r t e r b u r n  
and Stoop’s



The A ngry Man.24 It uncovers the anger and 
denial that is repressed inside so many men 
today. It reveals that Christian men are not 
immune to such anger and may actually be 
more vulnerable to it in some ways.25 It links 
the increasing number of men who are angry 
in society today to the absenteeism of male 
models that has resulted largely from the 
sociological shift from rural to urban society 
over the past century. This cultural revolution 
has led to dual career marriages, and other 
sociological changes that have effected mari
tal intimacy. As a result, men and women alike 
find themselves living with greater rage than 
ever before. And the male tendency to deny 
and repress such emotions compounds the 
internalization of such rage. The authors re
veal that more males than ever before are 
giving up on marital intimacy in favor of 
addictive sexual outlets that are increasingly 
available in society today.26

As a campus chaplain who has wedded, 
and later counseled, many couples over 

the past 12 years, I can attest to the fact that 
Adventist men are not immune to such prob
lems. It seems that more and more Adventist 
males are struggling with the temptations of 
pornography and other forms of addictive sex. 
More than almost any group, we have been 
affected in the past few generations by a 
radical shift from rural to urban/professional 
living. Because we now educate a higher 
percentage of our young people, we are also 
more affected by dual-career marriages than 
the general population. Finally, our tradi
tional views about sex have often served to 
heighten the tensions over what is sexually 
appropriate in marriage for couples who can 
find the time for intimacy.27

Finally, Sam Keen’s Fire in the Belly is the 
most controversial and confrontational of the 
spiritual works that offer a redefinition of 
masculinity. He argues that in contrast to the

cliches and common wisdom which tell us 
that it is a “man’s world,” the truth is that 
women hold a much greater psychic bondage 
over men than vice versa, and that indeed it is 
a “woman’s world.” Men can only survive and 
thrive in such a world when they learn to find 
peace, joy, and solitude apart from women. 
“We can’t be comfortable in intimacy with 
women because we have never been comfort
able in being distant from them.”28

According to Keen, to become a man one 
must first become a prodigal. We must 
separate from the world of women. Secondly, 
men must disown the rites of manhood, such 
as war, workaholism, and sexual addiction, 
which “impoverish and alienate” him. Thirdly, 
men must rediscover the truth that authentic 
manhood has always been defined by a dy
namic vision of how men fit into the universe. 
Fourthly, in this process men must rediscover 
their spiritual souls and selves. Finally, after 
the first four steps are taken, men and women 
can together create a common vision for 
humanity.

Keen’s book is fascinating and filled with 
power, but seems to assume that only men can 
truly redefine the nature of masculinity. The 
truth is that some of the best books I’ve read 
on masculine identity have been written by 
women.29 All truth is God’s truth. When we 
understand that God transcends human sexu
ality and that God’s spirit transcends human 
sexuality in the transmission of truth, we will 
better understand the nature of gender. We 
will better understand that in Christ prejudices 
based on sex roles must be eliminated 
(Galatians 3:28) both inside and outside the 
Adventist Church. Yet even here, I recognize 
that my impatience with the church is not 
unrelated to anger I internalized as a child.

It is never clear to me what degree my 
extreme discomfort with autocratic and au
thoritarian methods in the church are justified, 
or are simply carry-over baggage from my



early struggle to establish an identity distinct 
from a domineering father. But this much I 
know: The church is in need of major changes 
if it is to meet both the male and female needs 
of its younger generation. The men’s move
ment, from this Adventist’s perspective, is not 
a “backlash against feminism,” but an overdue 
attempt to redefine manhood in the wake of

the sexual role revolution.30 If we can actively 
participate in it we may see the Adventist 
Church become both more “user friendly” and 
more authentically Christlike for young adult 
males. My hope and prayer is that the church 
can transform itself as thoroughly and effec
tively as my own strict, controlling, and au
thoritarian dad has changed.
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