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INTRODUCTION





The War on Masculinity


My Fox News colleague Will Cain, a fellow Texan, had a question for me that I wasn’t anticipating. He asked how did I, Lawrence Jones, get where I am? What was it about my background that propelled me to succeed? When Will asked me this on his podcast, I immediately thought of my father. Dad may have been something of an ass-kicker, but he consciously made sure I had all the tools I needed to be successful. “My techniques were harsh,” my father once admitted, “but they guaranteed results.”


As I explained the sometimes rocky relationship I had with my father, Will wondered out loud whether his kids thought of him much the same way. Will and I may have disagreed around the edges on just how much discipline is appropriate, but what we agreed on was that all young males need a firm paternal hand to help guide their lives. Unfortunately, too many young men aren’t getting one.


That conversation with Will prompted me to write this book. For me, it has been a journey of exploration. It seemed clear to me that traditional notions of manhood were under attack, but I wanted to know who was doing the attacking and why. Whatever those forces were, my father would be the first to tell you that we went wrong by compromising with them. My dad, I have come to see, was on the money.


Here is a thought exercise for anyone who doubts we have compromised too much. Binge-watch the first few seasons of the (surprisingly thoughtful) AMC TV series The Walking Dead. After each episode, read from the 2018 update of the publication by the American Psychological Association titled “APA Guidelines for Psychological Practice with Boys and Men.” Then compare and contrast.


The Walking Dead debuted in 2010 and was still running until 2022. The series should have wrapped up about eight seasons before it actually did. After the first three or four seasons, the show grew silly, woke, and unwatchable. The first seasons, however, offered the most compelling scenario I’ve seen of what might happen in the United States if all social order collapsed. For the viewer, especially for young men, those first seasons also present a useful moral guide.


The show’s tagline pretty well summarizes the plot. “Sheriff Deputy Rick Grimes wakes up from a coma to learn the world is in ruins and must lead a group of survivors to stay alive.” A plague has struck the land. To make matters more harrowing, those who die arise again as zombies with no greater purpose than to bite the living and infect them. To say the least, the “walkers” are a major inconvenience.


One natural consequence of the societal collapse is that gender roles revert to what they had been almost everywhere before the age of modern conveniences. The fact that men are, by and large, bigger, stronger, more technically inclined, and more comfortable with weapons now matters a lot. While doing the wash by hand, one woman complains about her new role, and another responds, “The world ended. Didn’t you get the memo?”


Critics of the show didn’t get the memo either. They complain of its “patriarchal problem,” a symptom in their minds of the “toxic masculinity” allegedly abroad in the land.1 When I Google the phrase “toxic masculinity,” I come up with nearly six million hits. Although feminists use the phrase freely—much too freely—the concept of “toxic masculinity” has its origins in the New Age men’s movements of the 1980s and 1990s. I suppose the groups this movement spawned meant well, but they tended to be inner-directed to the point of narcissism, and their net effect was to feminize men.


That feminization has been remarkably successful, certainly among educated elites. For instance, when the American Psychological Association issued its updated “Guidelines,” the authors did not feel the need to use the phrase “toxic masculinity.”2 For the APA, “traditional masculinity” serves pretty much the same purpose. The APA’s “Guidelines” do not so much anticipate the future as reflect the thinking of the present. The authors define “traditional masculinity” to mean “a particular constellation of standards that have held sway over large segments of the population, including: anti-femininity, achievement, eschewal of the appearance of weakness, and adventure, risk, and violence.”


Throughout the lengthy document, the authors speak of traditional masculinity as a pathology, a “harmful” one that needs to be treated. Conforming to masculine standards, we are told, “has been shown to limit males’ psychological development, constrain their behavior, result in gender role strain and gender role conflict.” The consequences are both personal and societal. On the personal level, this “ideology”—their term—“discourages men from being intimate with others and is the primary reason men tend to have fewer close friends than women.” It also causes men to “shy away from directly expressing their vulnerable feelings.”


On a societal level, “Traditional masculinity ideologies have also been linked to parenting concerns, including work-family conflicts.” Worse still, these ideologies have “been connected to sexual assault perpetration… as well as decreased condom use and increased casual ‘hook-up’ sex.” I know the phrase “follow the money” does not explain everything. That said, when the authors complain that teaching boys “to be self-reliant, strong, and to minimize and manage their problems on their own” produces adult men “who are less willing to seek mental health treatment,” I get suspicious.


I’m not aware of any public comments from the APA about The Walking Dead, but I can imagine how these shrinks might feel about a show that details the value of traditional masculinity and celebrates it. Rick Grimes emerges as the leader of a cluster that includes his young son and pregnant wife. Others look to him as their leader because he is self-reliant, strong, and solution oriented. He has no time for expressing his vulnerable feelings or making close friends. These are luxuries afforded men only after they have suppressed external threats.


Rick sounds much like the husband of “@conmomma,” whose random tweet I stumbled across recently. “I am married to a masculine man,” she wrote. “He’s 6’5, muscles, beard & carries a gun, but that’s not what makes him masculine. He protects, defends, provides, & loves his family. I respect & value him. He also values & respects me. That’s what strong masculine men do.”3 Tony Evans, the senior pastor of the Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship in Dallas, has another phrase to describe the nature of this kind of man, “Biblical masculinity.”4


In truth, the creators of The Walking Dead understand masculinity better than do the psychologists of the APA. Of the group’s strong male characters, Rick is not the biggest, the strongest, or the most technically inclined. Although strong and competent, Rick is elevated to the leadership role by dint of his other masculine virtues—his restraint, his prudence, his courage, his rationality, all in the face of a genuine existential threat. Through his leadership, his group respects its women, protects its young, and retains its Christian ethos. Rick also helps corral the more reckless impulses of some otherwise valuable males. Their help is essential if the group is to protect itself from other clusters of the living that do not share the values of Rick’s group.


Women got the show. Despite the gore and the violence, at the show’s prime the audience was more than 40 percent female.5 In a similar vein, I am hoping women will get this book. I do not write about men in a vacuum. They don’t exist in a vacuum. I write about men in their relationship to society in general and women in particular. The better women understand the men in their lives—fathers, sons, brothers, friends, husbands, lovers—the better they will be able to navigate the world around them. As an added bonus, this book has far less violence than The Walking Dead and absolutely no gore!


Although The Walking Dead is not overtly Christian, Rick embodies what Evans calls “the Kingdom man.” Says Evans, “He accepts the responsibility to fulfill his God-given role,” and that role “is to be a responsible protector and provider with integrity for those whom God placed under his charge.”


Not expecting a zombie apocalypse anytime soon, I write this book to counter the feminization of our young men. I believe that boys should be taught from an early age to be strong and self-reliant problem solvers. As Proverbs 22:6 reminds us, “Train up a child in the way he should go, And when he is old, he will not depart from it.” That is how my father taught me, and although we don’t see eye to eye on everything, self-reliance is one thing we do agree on. My dad never stopped teaching. Always provide for your family, he would tell me. Mediocrity is not an option. Always be there for your children. Knowledge is power. Sleeping in makes your house stink. Always look a man in the eye. I could go on for days.


Without that kind of father-to-son transmission, the virtues associated with traditional masculinity such as courage, strength, perseverance, resilience, and self-reliance will be as missing from society as they are from the APA document. (There is hardly any reference at all to any such virtue in the “Guidelines.”) And if men are less open about their feelings and have fewer close friends than women, there is a reason for that, a simple one: Men are different from women. In the immortal words of Homer Simpson, “D’oh!” Women may be different, but they are not less. They are different in a good way. From my mother I learned humility, love, grace, forgiveness, charity—the bedrock virtues of our Judeo-Christian legacy.


The point of this book is not to stroke men’s egos. Our egos get stroked enough. And I have certainly no desire to demean women. I come from a generation whose women have smashed one glass ceiling after another. In fact, I think that a man can find no better partner in life than a woman who is strong and competent. If she has a few scars on her hands from shattering glass, I say all the better.


That said, just because a woman can do something does not mean she should. As my actor friend Dean Cain tells me, “There is male energy. There is female energy. Sometimes they commingle, and sometimes they don’t, but it’s happened for thousands and thousands of years, and there’s a reason for this.”6


Society is pushing women into roles that men can do better and pushing men out to accommodate them. To cite one example, Democrats in the state of Connecticut have proposed a bill that would allow women to bypass the physical ability test for firefighters.7 This kind of thinking benefits no one—not the women hired, not the men rejected, and certainly not the citizens hoping to be rescued when their homes are on fire.


If society has gotten something this obvious so fundamentally wrong, men must bear a good share of the blame. By failing to live up to our responsibilities as fathers and providers, we have left a cultural void that woke ideologues have been happy to fill. Unfortunately, the proposed solutions have been catastrophic. My fear is that if we continue down this path, utter chaos will follow.


Many of these ideologies were nurtured on America’s college campuses. I was first exposed to them when I ran Campus Reform, an organization that focuses on common sense and free speech issues. In 2017, for instance, we reported on a flourishing “men’s project” at Northwestern University that asked male students to “deconstruct their own masculinity.”8 The Men’s Project at the University of Connecticut, all too predictably, is hosted by the Women’s Center. One of its programs that we highlighted was designed to help males overcome “mansplaining” and “interrupting others.”9 Meanwhile Missouri State University set up a program to handle that all-purpose pathology, “toxic masculinity.”10


It will surprise no one that the ideologues ignore what I consider the most toxic of male gestures, passing oneself off as a female in order to dominate women in sports and in other environments—prison, for instance—where males have a natural advantage. Not too long ago society understood such exploitation was simply wrong. If proof were needed, I would recommend the reader watch the 2002 film Juwanna Mann. As the plot unfolds, star basketball player Jamal Jeffries is dropped by his team in a fictionalized NBA for his selfish and erratic behavior. Swimming in debt, Jeffries decides to pass himself off as a woman named Juwanna Mann and joins the Charlotte Banshees in the WNBA equivalent. There he dominates. In the championship game, he steals a ball in the closing seconds. Forgetting himself, he flies down the court and ends the game with a backboard-shattering slam dunk, in the course of which his wig falls off.


Everyone sees that he is actually Jamal Jeffries. His teammates are horrified. They feel betrayed. One calls his deceit “straight-up sicko.” A sportscaster thinks a man impersonating a woman “the most bizarre sports story ever.” Jay Leno mocks Jeffries on late-night TV. Although more sincere, Renée Richards, born Richard Raskind, faced nearly comparable pushback when competing in pro tennis as a forty-two-year-old female in 1977. Those objecting weren’t bigots. They just understood the unfairness of it all, the toxicity of exploiting one’s maleness to deny women their rightful due.


A generation ago it was understood that each sex was unique, special, and designed by God to be that way. Now, not even a Supreme Court nominee dares to say out loud what a woman is. Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson knew the truth, as do we, but we also know that there is a mob waiting to cancel us or worse if we say the truth out loud.11


As a libertarian I struggled with this issue because I value freedom and liberty, but as my Fox News colleague Mark Levin reminds me, “Liberty allows evil people to do evil things.”12 To counter the evil, good people have to step up. But where are the sincere feminists? Where are the fathers who should be protecting their daughters? They are silent not because they agree but because they fear the mob will destroy them. In the immortal words of Dean Cain, “No one has the balls to say it, but the emperor has no clothes on.” Our silence isn’t love. It’s complicity with an agenda that flies in the face of natural law and God’s design.


As the reader might expect, there is no reference at all to faith of any kind in the various campus “reforms” or woke mandates, let alone in the “APA Guidelines.” “God” has been written out of the ideologues’ equations. They propose to remedy some of the very real problems males face without any appeal to God or faith. I don’t think we can.


In the pages that follow, I hope to show just how Godliness has helped shape this nation, the most successful in the history of the world. If we are to restore what’s best about America and to reach for what we have yet to achieve, I am convinced we will need all the manly virtue we can summon, and we cannot be shy about saying so. The risks we run in speaking out are real, but the risks we run by staying silent are potentially catastrophic.















CHAPTER 1






Man as Father


In 2008, I was working on the Barack Obama campaign when I heard that Tim Russert had died. Although not quite sixteen at the time, I was enough of a political junkie to see how his unexpected death at age fifty-eight shook the political establishment. As the years went on, I came to see how deeply his death affected the American political media. It was never the same again.


Russert, you see, may well have been the last objective journalist on network TV. When guests appeared on the show he hosted, Meet the Press, they expected a tough grilling but a fair shake. This took some discipline on his part. He had moved into the political world as a top aide first for Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan and later for Governor Mario Cuomo, both Democrats. For the sixteen years Russert hosted Meet the Press, the show mattered. It has not mattered since.


Four years before his death, Tim Russert wrote a tribute to his father—also named Tim Russert—titled Big Russ and Me. Despite the book’s unconventional subject matter, it was a number one New York Times bestseller. “I’m forever thankful that my father wrote Big Russ and Me,” Luke Russert, the broadcaster’s son, wrote in the preface of the book’s tenth anniversary edition. “Not just because it’s a wonderful book, but for the more selfish reason that it has given me my father’s playbook as I have embarked on my own life.”1


In a sentence, Luke sums up why fathers matter. Good fathers write the playbooks for their sons, and good sons refine that playbook and pass it on to their sons. Tim Russert was both good son and good father. His tribute to his father is as clear and as comprehensive a paternal playbook as I have ever seen. As such, it makes a useful launching pad for me to describe my own experience as the son of a man who had many lessons to teach as well.


Unlike in more static cultures, life in America is perpetually in flux. This makes the relationships between fathers and sons more challenging than they have been in other places and at other times. When I was an adolescent, the temperature was often turned up between me and my father. He saw me as a know-it-all. I saw him as, well… I’ll hold that thought. As a father, Tim Russert needed some time to come to terms with the fact that “your son is an independent person, rather than a smaller version of you.”2 A son’s world is always going to be a little different from that of a father, and a father has to respect that difference.


At the same time, the father has to be the one who calls the shots. Pastor Evans talks about how he chafed under his father’s restrictions. Like all sons from time immemorial, he wanted more freedom than his father was willing to grant. His father did not shy away from reminding him that as long as he lived in his parents’ house, there were going to be limits to his freedom. “I’m big dog, you’re little puppy,” his father told him. Tony got the message.3


When I ask my Fox News colleague Mark Levin what he learned from his father, he answers, “I learned everything from my father… and my mother.” Although Russert grew up Catholic in Buffalo and I Protestant in suburban Dallas and Levin Jewish in Philadelphia, we share the same Judeo-Christian ethos that has defined American culture since the founding. “The most important lesson,” Mark tells me, “was to be a moral human being, to have integrity and honor, to respect people, particularly people who are less fortunate than you.”


Like Russert, I, too, bear my father’s name. He is Lawrence Jones II, I Lawrence Jones III. The lessons his father taught him are very much like the lessons my father taught me. The goal of our fathers in both cases was to mold us into men capable of navigating the world of opportunity every American boy faces. For many a father, it’s not just about molding but about making sure his sons can mold their own families when that time comes. It is about preserving the bloodline and the family name. Mark Levin agrees. “If you’re a man, if you have children and grandchildren,” he tells me, “they are your responsibility. That comes down from the ages.” He adds, “It is your job to teach your boy to become a man.”


For all the commonalities among American men, the lesson each father teaches his sons is unique. When my father was a boy, Texas was just emerging from its segregationist phase. He has enormous respect for those older Black people who endured Jim Crow and helped break down the barriers. He demanded that we respect these people as well and show them deference. If we saw, say, a Black elder struggling to get a jar off a high shelf at a Walmart, he would tell us, “Speak to them. Ask them if there is anything they need. They paid the price.”


Big Russ paid his price as well. He was of the generation we call the “greatest,” a designation that generation deserves. The young men of that generation were tested first by the Great Depression and then by war. Big Russ was one of them. An Irish-American high school dropout from South Buffalo, he gave up several years of his life to the United States Army Air Forces. Although working on the ground crew out of a base in England, he spent enough time airborne to survive the flaming crash of a B-24 Liberator. He was one of the few who survived that crash.


Like so many men of that generation, Big Russ chose not to talk about his experience until his son forced the story out of him. Upon reading a newspaper clipping about his survival, Tim told Big Russ he thought the story amazing. “It was a lot tougher for the guys who died,” said Big Russ and put the clipping away. End of story. “Dad’s bravery and his stoicism are in such stark contrast to the scenes we see played out every day in newspapers and on television,” writes Russert, “where people can’t wait to describe their pain and their agony in front of an audience.”4


At war’s end, Big Russ and other men like him returned home and began their lives over, wiser for the experience. The media encourage us to write off the fifties as a time of complacency in the face of the many injustices still at large in America, but Big Russ had a more realistic take on that period. “They wanted community,” he told his son about his fellow veterans. “They wanted a home. They wanted a good reputation with their kids. What’s the old saying? ‘Your nose to the grindstone and hope for the best.’”5


Big Russ took a job with the sanitation department for the security it offered and worked another job on the side, as most workingmen did, to support his growing family. Tim, who was born in 1950, was one of four children, the median size for a family in South Buffalo at that time. Family size would peak in about 1960 and has been declining ever since. The refusal of men to embrace fatherhood is not a healthy sign for the culture.


The lessons that fathers impart to their sons about being a man flow out of everyday experience, which is why just being there is so important. Every family’s history is different. Russert tells a story about breaking a neighbor’s window while playing baseball. He reported the incident to his mother, who, in turn, referred him to his father. “Look, the first thing you have to do is go over there and tell him you did it,” said Big Russ. “You also have to pay for it out of your own money.” Russert did as instructed and told the man he would pay to replace the window. When he asked for the ball back, the neighbor refused to return it until the window was fixed.


That afternoon Big Russ bought a pane of glass and installed it, all the while instructing Russert in the proper way to repair a window. “I learned how to dispose of broken glass,” Russert writes, “but the real lesson I learned that day was about accountability. If you break somebody’s window, it’s not enough to fix it. You have to be man enough to go to that person and tell him, to his face, what you have done.” Russert adds, “Our neighborhood was filled with men like Dad.”6


As trivial as this incident might seem, imagine how it might have played out in a home without a father, let alone a neighborhood without fathers. The boy breaks a window. No responsible adult sees him do it. The boys all run away laughing. That is what boys do and will always do without a firm hand to guide them.


Just as Big Russ was there for his son, the son was there for his son. “The greatest gift my father ever gave me was his time,” writes Luke Russert. “Here was a man who worked seven days a week, rarely slept more than six hours a night, and yet I can never remember a time when he wasn’t there for me or didn’t make a Herculean effort to be present.”7


My dad was a workhorse too. He believed that work was essential. If he wasn’t physically working to provide for the family, he was working around the house to make sure the engine was clean. And if he was up working, that meant I was up too. I eventually learned to proactively find something to do to avoid the lament “I’m working, so I’m confused as to why you’re on your ass.”


Many of the lessons fathers teach are simple but essential. “Shaking hands with adults was very important, at least for boys,” writes Russert, “and it was something I practiced with Dad until it became second nature.” His father insisted on a firm handshake and worked with his son until he mastered it. Understanding the value of a manly handshake, Russert instructed Luke as his father had instructed him. Another practice Russert learned from Big Russ and passed along to Luke was calling one’s elders “Sir” or “Ma’am.” “It’s all about making a good impression and showing respect to other people,” Russert explains.8


More important than manners were the values that a father passes along to a son. In the Russert home, one such value was education. The fact that Big Russ never finished high school gave him all the more reason for making sure his son followed through. “Doing well in school was expected,” writes Russert, “and was not seen as a special achievement. It was part of a broader understanding that if you worked hard and played by the rules, things would generally work out.”9


Inspired by his parents, Russert won a scholarship to Buffalo’s best Catholic high school and went on to graduate from college and law school. “Self-esteem wasn’t something you started out with,” Russert adds. “It was a feeling that you earned through hard work.”10 In Russert’s time, kids were allowed to lose. They had to learn how to accept defeat and how to win graciously. These traits did not come naturally. Today, even at the professional level, you see athletes crying when they lose. When I see this, I suspect that no one was around to teach them otherwise.


Big Russ also knew the value of a dollar and made sure his son did as well. When Russert asked his father for money, Big Russ routinely insisted that his son do something to deserve it like, say, wash the car. He also instructed Russert in the risks of borrowing and warned him against making a habit of it. “You’re going to have to pay those off, you know,” he warned his son. Arguing from an altruistic perspective, Big Russ made his son aware that if he failed to repay the loans, there would be less opportunity for those coming up behind him to borrow. So instructed, Russert made paying off his loans a priority.11


As happens often in America, the son surpasses the father, at least in terms of income. In Russert’s case, he went well beyond his father. To repay Big Russ for his years of privation putting him through school, he offered to buy his father a car, any car. To encourage Big Russ, he sent him catalogs from Lexus, Mercedes, even Cadillac. Big Russ was not about to let his son’s success spoil him. He bought a Ford. “He had no interest in stepping out of character or in becoming somebody he wasn’t,” writes Russert. “Even in receiving a gift, Big Russ was teaching me a lesson.”12


My dad was forever teaching me as well and on this very same subject. If he ever saw me dressing too fashionably for his taste—he wore things until they fell apart—he would caution me, “Don’t be too flashy.” He was one of those dads who believed that your identity was not determined by what you wore or what kind of car you drove. His character tests were more fundamental. You should look a man in the eyes when speaking, he taught us, and interact with everyone as equals. He would quiz us on our interactions, and I always felt like he was watching me to see if I was applying his teachings as intended.


Later in life, while working for Fox News, I secured an interview with President Donald Trump. Of course, I called my father to discuss the interview beforehand. The president was notorious for bulldozing interviews not just with his ability to physically intimidate the interviewer but also with his willingness to talk over the interviewer. My daddy had only one piece of advice: “That better not happen to you!”


Before going into the interview—just a little nervous, I’ll admit—I was listening to one of my favorite rappers. The Secret Service people were mystified, but my camera crew wasn’t. They laughed, knowing it was my way of establishing control of the room. I had one other advantage. Although the former president is tall, I’m taller. The moment he walked into the room, I ignored all the advice well-meaning executives had given and remembered the simple advice from my father: Don’t let yourself be bulldozed. I wasn’t, and I think Trump respected that.


Young men need fathers. When I read that something like 78 percent of all pro athletes go bankrupt within three years of retirement,13 I suspect that many of them had no one like my father at home to guide them. What often happens, financial advisor Craig Brown said recently on Fox Business, is that family members lean on the athletes for help. This, I know, would strike my father as an inversion of the natural order of things, especially given the short and precarious nature of an athlete’s career.


One other lesson that Big Russ shared with his son is one my father shared with me, namely the value of looking at all sides of an issue. Russert attended college in the late 1960s and early 1970s when the issues were hot and the campuses inflamed, often literally. In May 1970, not far from Russert’s college in Cleveland, National Guardsmen shot and killed four students at Kent State University. Russert called home, shouting into the phone, “Dad, they’re killing us.” Big Russ talked sense to his son. “No!” he shouted. “Don’t ever say that. A guardsman may have lost his head, but they’re not trying to kill you.”14


Russert did not want to hear what his father had said, but the words seeped in. The next day, he found himself echoing Big Russ’s sentiments during a debate at the Student Union. “Four students lost their lives, and I’m sure the guardsmen who shot them feel awful,” Russert dared to say. “They’re kids, too, and none of them should be the object of our scorn.” Unfortunately, today there is no such moderation in campus debates. In fact, debate is all but taboo on America’s campuses. Everyone knows everything.


As an adolescent, I thought I knew everything too. I actively campaigned for Barack Obama, but my dad cautioned me to look more carefully at what Obama stood for. He questioned whether Obama’s politics aligned with my own faith, and he counseled me to speak with Pastor Tony Evans, a spiritual force in our life and in the nation’s. Although I resisted my father’s advice much as Russert resisted his father’s, the message made sense. In 2012, the first year I was old enough to vote, I voted for Mitt Romney.


In Big Russ’s time, Democrats were allowed to be patriots. Although he had his share of questions about the War in Vietnam, Big Russ had no tolerance for protestors who burned the American flag or rooted for the Communists to win. His son learned well. When Russert returned to college in the fall of 1970, he found himself internalizing the message from his father that he had first resisted, namely, “We can be for peace without supporting the enemy. We can be against this war without rooting for the other side.”15 I wonder if the younger Russert could align himself with Democrats of today who have a hard time even faking patriotism.


Perhaps the most important value a father can impart to a son is the value of faith. In the Russert household, faith was front and center. There were crucifixes above every bed, a statue of the Virgin Mary in the backyard, a picture of Jesus’s Sacred Heart on the wall, grace before every meal, and prayers before every bedtime. “Religion was serious business,” writes Russert.


His parents sacrificed to send all four children to Catholic schools. They honored all the Catholic rituals as a family and attended Mass every Sunday. In his memoir, Russert writes lovingly and at length about the quiet glories of a Catholic childhood. As an adult, in a political party increasingly hostile to Christianity, Tim Russert did not try to hide his Catholicism. Just the opposite, in fact. In the book, for instance, he speaks movingly of how he arranged to have Pope John Paul II kiss his then baby son, Luke. “Even today,” he writes, “when I see that picture of the Pope kissing our little boy, I still get choked up.”16


His son, Luke, sustained the family faith as well. In fact, he attributes much of his father’s success as host of Meet the Press to his religious grounding and his servant’s heart. “He viewed his job as an opportunity to serve, to instruct and hold those with so much power to the highest standards,” writes Luke. “He did not do this for money, personal fame, or professional accolades; he did it because, through faith, he carried the conviction that he must ask the important questions on behalf of the American people.”17


There is, however, one very important question that Tim Russert never asked himself, certainly not in the book about his father, namely, how could he support a political party that was all in for abortion. The Catholic Church could not be clearer in its condemnation of abortion. Pope John Paul II openly called abortion “murder.” In his 1995 encyclical, Evangelium Vitae,18 the pope wrote that abortion “always constitutes a grave moral disorder, since it is the deliberate killing of an innocent human being.” Even liberal Pope Francis has not wavered on this position. Says Pastor Tony Evans, “When you attack the unborn, you attack God.”19


In Evangelium Vitae, Pope John Paul II goes into great length describing the obligation of political leaders to speak out against abortion and use their leverage to end the practice. It is almost as though this encyclical were written for former New York Governor Mario Cuomo, who did neither. In a famous speech at the University of Notre Dame in 1984, the practicing Catholic Cuomo used every logical fallacy in the book to justify his willingness to identify with a party that condoned the murder of the unborn.20


Cuomo was kidding himself and confusing Catholics. The pope made no bones about the Church’s position. “Abortion and euthanasia are thus crimes which no human law can claim to legitimize,” he wrote. “There is no obligation in conscience to obey such laws; instead there is a grave and clear obligation to oppose them by conscientious objection.”21 At the time of the Notre Dame speech, Russert was a top aide for Cuomo. He makes no mention of the speech in his memoir.


I am reminded here of how famed abolitionist and former slave Frederick Douglass felt about Christians who cherry-picked the Bible to support slavery. “A slaveholder’s profession of Christianity is a palpable imposture,” said Douglass. “He is a felon of the highest grade. He is a man-stealer. It is of no importance what you put in the other scale.”22 Douglass had more respect for those slaveholders who did not try to justify their iniquity with Christian doctrine.


Russert’s book is as warm and as deeply Christian as any book that has ever come out of Washington. I recommend it highly. I would not do so if I thought that he or even Cuomo bear the moral burden of a slaveholder. I do believe, however, that they and other Christian Democrats are as morally compromised on the abortion issue as were those prominent citizens of the North who opposed slavery but not to the point of rocking the boat.


I do not know how Big Russ felt about abortion. His son never told us, but I do know how my parents felt. They not only talked the talk. They walked the walk. When my mother was sixteen and my father eighteen, they made love—my mother for the first time—and they won the Lotto. I doubt if they considered themselves lucky at that moment, but in retrospect, I certainly do. As I told my mother during a live interview on Fox News, “I am so grateful you made that decision because I wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for my momma.”23


The “decision” I refer to was my mother’s refusal to get an abortion. She was sixteen and my father eighteen. My father provided the initial security that my mother needed to make the decision of life and death. More than that, he “manned up”—a phrase that is never more accurate than in this context—and married my mom. My entire future was shaped by the fact that my father stepped up to the plate. For all the lessons that a father can teach his son, none is more valuable than this—the need to take full responsibility for the life of a child he has helped create.


The fact is many men aren’t taking their rightful place here. We have lost an entire generation to abortion and are losing still another. Abortion was once reserved for emergency circumstances. Unfortunately, this act is now celebrated. The overturning of Roe v. Wade has turned pro-choice advocates into pro-abortion activists. At the 2023 State of the Union Address, for instance, several members of Congress showed up wearing “Abortion” pins—with the “A” in the shape of the heart—where they once might have worn American flag pins.


But if we are to be honest, we men bear our own share of the blame. By abdicating our responsibilities, we threw the door open to those who will not be satisfied until federal abortion laws allow infanticide. Some states already have such laws. If more men would rise to the moment, we wouldn’t be where we are today.


No one understood this better than former President Barack Obama. He had been abandoned by his own father at a very early age and often shared that experience with others, most notably on Father’s Day of 2008 when he made the best speech of his career. With the Democratic primary campaign behind him, Obama was now directing his message to the general population. More immediately, he was speaking to the congregation at the Apostolic Church of God in Chicago. If anyone appreciated the wisdom of his words, it was these very people. Few in America suffered the consequences of widespread fatherlessness more directly than Chicago’s Black American population.


“Here at Apostolic, you are blessed to worship in a house that has been founded on the rock of Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior,” said the future president, affirming the role that faith has played in the Black community.24 “Of all the rocks upon which we build our lives,” Obama continued, “we are reminded today that family is the most important. And we are called to recognize and honor how critical every father is to that foundation.” To this point, the ideologues in the audience would not have been troubled. This kind of benign boilerplate had become routine in both parties. But Obama pressed on.


I can imagine the political people beginning to squirm when Obama scolded the missing fathers for having “abandoned their responsibilities, acting like boys instead of men.” Then Obama moved into forbidden territory. He acknowledged that for all the heartbreak that happens in a home when a father leaves, any home, that heartbreak turns into catastrophe in a community where fathers routinely leave. And no community was more vulnerable to this plague than the Black community:




We know that more than half of all black children live in single-parent households, a number that has doubled—doubled—since we were children. We know the statistics—that children who grow up without a father are five times more likely to live in poverty and commit crime; nine times more likely to drop out of schools and twenty times more likely to end up in prison. They are more likely to have behavioral problems, or run away from home or become teenage parents themselves. And the foundations of our community are weaker because of it.





As expected, the media glossed over this speech. For one, they did not want to call attention to the fact that a presidential candidate was campaigning in a church, a conflict with their own preaching on the need for separation between church and state. For another, they knew it would rankle the noisier members of their increasingly left-leaning audiences. But Jesse Jackson noticed. A few weeks later, a hot mic on a Fox News studio picked him up making a threat on Obama’s very manhood so brutal I will not repeat it here.


Jackson made a half-hearted apology, but the apology gave him the opportunity to lecture the upstart Obama on the way things worked in Washington. A call for males to take responsibility, a call for males to become men, threatened the whole dependence industry that subsidized Jackson and people like him. Backed by the media, Jackson had his way. Obama never again spoke in any meaningful way about the fatherhood crisis. This was a shame. As a good father himself, no one was better positioned to talk about it.


My Texas friend Jack Brewer understood the culture at street level. Coming of age in the 1990s, he was immersed in music that celebrated random fatherhood. “The whole thing was baby mamas,” Brewer explains. “I thought that was cool.” A gifted athlete, Brewer played several seasons in the NFL and saw the impact of this trend on guys less grounded than he was. “If you have a culture that is going to embrace baby mamas,” he tells me, “why would a woman want to submit to a man,” especially since “God is not in man right now.”25


In the years since, the affliction of fatherlessness has continued to spread beyond our community and into every corner of American society. By the time of the 2020 Census, one out of every four White children was living in a home without two married parents. For Hispanics, the figure was four out of ten. For Black Americans, it was almost two out of every three.26


Feminization would be problem enough in a well-ordered society, but the surge of unmoored, fatherless boys flooding into our institutions is causing serious disorder. These boys need men who would stand up for them but who would also stand up to them. In school, however, they find such men only in the rarest of cases. What they do find is an educational establishment run largely by women and tilted to the needs of girls.


In a recent New York Times op-ed, Thomas Edsall reviews a rash of academic articles confirming what is obvious to anyone paying attention: Boys, especially boys from fatherless homes, are falling behind. They are more likely to act out in school, to be suspended, to be assigned to special ed, to drop out. Males are less likely to graduate from high school or go to college. In fact, females make up nearly 60 percent of all college students. One study that Edsall cites comes to what seems like an obvious conclusion: “Male children born into low-income, single-parent-headed households—which in the vast majority of cases are female-headed households—appear to fare particularly poorly on numerous social and educational outcomes.”27


Once on their own, the behavior of these young males can be toxic. In their relationships with women, too many are content to remain boys, as in “the boyfriend.” Not all boyfriends behave badly, but many do. By most accounts, a nonrelated male in the home is at least ten times more likely to abuse the children in his charge than is a biological father. The boyfriend is much more likely to abuse the female as well.28


The irony, of course, is that the same media figures that denounce toxic masculinity are the ones who, by celebrating single-parent households, are responsible for creating a new generation of toxic males. We honor the strength of the women who have put their households on their backs, but in so doing, we’ve missed the fact that these women break their backs by doing so. Women weren’t designed to bear so much burden. They do what they must to survive, but they are left wounded and their sons often go wrong.


Hollywood’s ignorance showed itself in 1992 when the hard-charging journalist Murphy Brown, the forty-something feminist lead in the television series of the same name, decided to have a baby. Unmarried, Brown chose to raise the child on her own after the biological father, underground radical Jake Lowenstein, begged off. In that 1992 was an election year, incumbent Vice President Dan Quayle chose to address the issue of Brown’s single motherhood.


“Bearing babies irresponsibly is, simply, wrong. Failing to support children one has fathered is wrong,” said Quayle in a May 1992 speech. “We must be unequivocal about this. It doesn’t help matters when prime-time TV has Murphy Brown—a character who supposedly epitomizes today’s intelligent, highly paid professional woman—mocking the importance of fathers by bearing a child alone and calling it just another ‘life-style choice.’”29


The entertainment world rallied noisily to the support of the creators of the show and actress Candice Bergen, who played Murphy Brown. Although raising a legitimate issue, Quayle met with almost universal derision. On a subsequent episode of Murphy Brown, its creators allowed the fictional Brown to rebuke the real-life Dan Quayle. “Unfortunately, it seems that for him, the only acceptable definition of a family is a mother, a father and children,” said the sanctimonious Brown to her imagined TV audience. “And in a country where millions of children grow up in nontraditional families, that definition seems painfully unfair.”30


Of course, the show’s creators purposefully misrepresented what Quayle had said and got away with it. No one dared push back. When the Bush-Quayle ticket lost the presidency in a three-way race in 1992, Quayle lost his voice. Hollywood, however, kept on preaching. Having won this battle in the culture wars, the entertainment industry responded with show after show featuring independent career women for whom men were an accessory. As Time Magazine noted, “Single mothers soon made their way on TV without issue.”31


At this point, I would like to clarify the objective of this book. We are not addressing the Murphy Browns of the world, at least not directly. Our target audience is the Jake Lowensteins. In the show, we learn that Murphy and Jake met when both were arrested during a 1968 protest. They subsequently married, but the marriage lasted only seven days before they split. The two reunited briefly some twenty years later when Jake surfaced from the underground, a reunion that resulted in Murphy’s pregnancy. Having decided that fatherhood would interfere with his lifestyle, Jake split again.


The Lowenstein character confirms the wisdom of Camille Paglia, a nail-tough author, professor, and contrarian. “A woman simply is,” said Paglia, “but a man must become.”32 The fictional Jake failed the “man” test. Half of us are born male, but a much smaller proportion of that half become men. The ones who do will not do so by accident. They will spend their lives in the constant pursuit of true manhood. True manhood does not include abandoning a child. “If you are man enough to get a woman pregnant,” Pastor Evans reminds us, “you should be man enough to take care of the child.”33


The results of that abandonment can be catastrophic. A 1993 article in the liberal journal The Atlantic, provocatively titled “Dan Quayle Was Right,” came as a shock to those who dared to read it. As author Barbara Dafoe Whitehead pointed out, “Divorce and out-of-wedlock childbirth are transforming the lives of American children,” and not in a good way. In the days when TV shows such as Father Knows Best were popular, more than 80 percent of children grew up in a family with two married, biological parents. By the Murphy Brown era, that figure had dropped to 50 percent and was trending down.34


Dr. Lauren Miller, a neuropsychologist whom I met on assignment, adds another variable to the equation. “When the family loses the father, the husband, the provider, they lose two parents,” Miller tells me. The father’s departure, she explains, “forces the mom to carry more weight as a provider to compensate for the loss of the father. Then you have the child losing both parents.”35


As President Obama noted, the children raised in broken homes do worse on every conceivable metric. They are much more likely to remain poor, to suffer emotional problems, to drop out of school, to get pregnant as teenagers, to commit crime, and to spend time in prison. “Despite this growing body of evidence,” Whitehead argued, “it is nearly impossible to discuss changes in family structure without provoking angry protest.” The defenders of the status quo almost inevitably accuse even sympathetic analysts of attacking single mothers. They are wrong, and I’m sure the overwhelmed mother who shields her children from the tears she secretly cries at night knows the status quo cannot hold.


In 2002, on the tenth anniversary of the critical Murphy Brown episodes, Candice Bergen shocked her peers by defending Quayle. “I never have really said much about the whole episode, which was endless,” Bergen told a gathering of television critics. “But his speech was a perfectly intelligent speech about fathers not being dispensable and nobody agreed with that more than I did.” This took some courage on Bergen’s part, given the oppressive nature of Hollywood groupthink. “I think that all of us feel that family values have to sort of come back front and center,” she added.36


Despite her good intentions, Bergen’s response was classic too little, too late. The media largely ignored her. By this time, the “all families are special” mantra had become accepted wisdom in America’s newsrooms. It had also become progressive orthodoxy, most notably within the Democratic Party. In 2008, the surprisingly naive presidential candidate Barack Obama learned this the hard way. In fact, so taboo is it to challenge the fatherless home that none of the websites I reviewed dealing with child abuse highlight the dangers inherent with live-in boyfriends, and few even raise the issue.


Among those who have spoken out are the men’s rights activists, MRAs for sort, who have lost custody of their children. In 2013, feminist filmmaker Cassie Jaye, astonished to learn that there existed something as seemingly absurd as a men’s rights movement, decided to make a documentary to expose its “dark underbelly.” Like other feminists, she had been led to believe that “men have all their rights; they have all the power and privilege.”37 After interviewing any number of MRAs across the country, she had to rethink her biases.


As Jaye discovered, men are relatively reluctant to express their feelings or air their gripes. On this point, the American Psychological Association was right. A cultural emphasis on self-reliance makes it seem unmanly for males to organize around their maleness. The one issue that has driven men to organize is child custody. Courts reflexively favor the child’s mother.


The case of Texas dad Jeff Younger would be typical save for the fact that his ex-wife, pediatrician Anne Georgulas, is determined to turn their son James, a twin, into a girl. According to Younger, Georgulas began “transitioning” James when he was two years old. At every step, courts have denied Younger any say in the process. Recently, Georgulas took her sons and moved to California, a “sanctuary” state for transgender children and their families. Younger is convinced that the boy’s mother intends to have him chemically castrated. “My blood ran cold when I realized what she had planned for that boy,” said Younger, but there was almost nothing he could do about it.38


Some of the divorced men Jaye interviewed expressed comparable grief and frustration. So moved was Jaye by her experience with these men that her intended exposé of the men’s rights movement turned into a defense of that movement. The movie she produced, The Red Pill: A Feminist’s Journey into the Men’s Rights Movement, alienated much of the feminist community. In a subsequent TED Talk, Jaye deconstructed the notion that men have all the power and the privilege:




Paternity fraud uniquely affects men. The United States Selective Service in the case of a draft still uniquely affects men. Workplace deaths: disproportionately men. War deaths: overwhelmingly men. Suicide: overwhelmingly men. Sentencing disparity, life expectancy, child custody, child support, false rape allegations, criminal court bias, misandry, failure-to-launch boys falling behind in education, homelessness, veterans issues, infant male genital mutilation, lack of parental choice once a child is conceived, lack of resources for male victims of domestic violence, so many issues that are heartbreaking. These are men’s issues, and most people can’t name one.





For those who may not know, the phrase “red pill” comes from the 1999 movie The Matrix. The character Morpheus describes the “matrix” as “the world that has been pulled over your eyes, to blind you from the truth.” The “truth,” Morpheus tells acolyte Neo, is that he, like everyone else, was “born into a prison that you can not smell or taste or touch.” Morpheus offers Neo the choice of two pills to deal with this reality. The blue pill allows the one who chooses it to “believe whatever you want to believe.” If Neo takes the red pill, Morpheus promises to show Neo “how deep the rabbit hole goes.” As Neo reaches for the red pill, Morpheus reminds him, “All I am offering is the truth, nothing more.”39


The truth is that the culture has been waging war on fathers and sons for a half century, maybe more. Too many young males have lost their way, and not just the males from fatherless homes. The almost universal fear of celebrating masculinity has left even males from stable families without useful guidelines or reliable role models.


I am dismayed to see young men so comfortable with taking the back seat and not shouldering their responsibility. When we take our place in society, things change. This past year, I went back to my hometown in Garland, Texas, for a back-to-school drive. The boys, now men, whom I grew up with put the event together. Many of these men came from single-parent households. We all understood that in a world where many of the children participating did not have fathers in the home, we had a responsibility to stand in the gap.


As Frederick Douglass observed nearly two centuries ago, “It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.”40 That observation is as true now as it was then. A good father has more value in a son’s life than a dozen coaches or teachers. Coaches and teachers repair. A father builds. He is there from day one to guide, to instruct, to serve as a role model. It is a father who teaches a son to respect women, to stand up to bullies, to fight for justice, to tell the truth, to keep his word, and to stay strong in the face of adversity. I was blessed to have a father who was always there even when I didn’t want him to be. He refused to abandon his responsibility just because I was a know-it-all.


Turning thirty as I have done while writing this book, I consider myself a work in progress. I have not yet married, nor fathered a child. Nor have I fought in a war, and I pray that I never have to. War surely tests one’s manhood, but there are other tests, sometimes just as tough, that all of us will face. For fathers, those tests come more often than any father would like.


My Fox News colleague Pete Hegseth has been to war. He has been awarded two Bronze Stars for his service in Iraq and Afghanistan. And although a platoon leader in Iraq, he tells me, “It is much more important and far more difficult to lead a household.”41


To refine what Camille Paglia said, it is more helpful to show what a man does than to define what a man is. Any male can be a “guy,” but to get beyond the “guy” stage takes a concerted effort. “You can’t expect anyone else to take up that responsibility,” says Hegseth. That effort takes many forms. All males will face challenges on the path to manhood. Those challenges are as varied as the males that face them. Universal, though, are the virtues a “man” needs to overcome those challenges. These virtues are as old as mankind itself, and none of them is “toxic.”
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