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The Importance of the Father’s Example 

I. Introduction 

A. One the most important ways a father influences his son’s development of 

character is by the example he gives. No other person’s example will be as 

powerful.  

B. This consideration implies that a father has to consider closely his own character 

and his own virtues and (possible) vices. His own effort to live the virtues and 

struggle against his vices or weaknesses is an essential element in raising his sons 

to be men of character. 

C. Boys turn out like their fathers, by and large. 

1. We know from experience that boys tend to be very much like their 

fathers. Obviously they have free will and choose their own path. And 

they have half their genes from someone else. Nevertheless, “like father 

like son” has a great deal of truth in it. The apple does not fall far from the 

tree. 

2. This is something you cannot really control; they will pick up even the 

smallest things that they see in their father. It is like pouring bronze into a 

mold; it picks up the slightest detail from the mold. What you can control 

is what they will see as they watch you. 

II. The role of the Moral Imagination 

A. To understand the importance of example, we need to consider briefly the moral 

imagination. 

B. The moral imagination: 

1. Definition: the moral imagination is the store of possible actions that a 

person has in his mind/imagination along with the “classification” of those 

actions as good or bad (or indifferent).  

2. When a person is faced with a situation that calls for action on his part, he 

will usually see the possible actions based on what he has stored up in his 

imagination. For example, one person, seeing a man walking alone at 

night, might not think about doing much of anything to him (maybe say 

“Good evening”). Another might see the possibility of mugging him. They 

have different moral imaginations. 

3. These possibilities are seen as good or bad: one person sees that he could 

lie to avoid some difficulty, but also sees that it would be bad; another 

might see it as good as long as he can get away with it. 

4. We all have the idea of “putting ideas into a person’s head.” For example, 

people do not want to have characters in movies to be smoking, since that 

will send a message to the young viewers. This is an example of how 

people realize that you are forming the young person’s moral imagination. 
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C. In forming one’s sons, one has to think of their moral imagination: what sorts of 

actions do they see as good and which ones as bad? 

D. How the moral imagination comes to be formed. 

1. Example: what they see others do and what they see praised and blamed. 

2. Literature: actions that they see represented in books, movies, stories, etc. 

This is a kind of vicarious example: actions of person’s are presented and 

usually presented as good or bad.  

3. Explanation/direct teaching 

III. Father’s example as a major source of the boy’s moral imagination 

A. Parents are the first adults boys encounter. They trust them implicitly, at first, at 

least. How do they learn what to do except by seeing what those around them do? 

B. Boys naturally look to their father to see what is good to do (or to older brothers); 

even very young boys imitate their fathers; if they see their father doing it, they 

want to do it (e.g., raking leaves). 

C. You cannot control what parts of your character they will pick up and what not; it 

will just happen and they will tend to be quite accurate in imitating you. 

D. If what you say does not line up with what you do, it will be ineffective (the 

classic “Do as I say and not as I do”). Your actions/example are more powerful 

than your words. 

E. A father needs to be very conscious of this role that he plays and not 

underestimate its importance. For example, how will a son pick up ideas of how 

he should treat his own wife when he is married? His own father. Who else has he 

seen treat his wife one way or another? Many things he will learn in the family 

where he grows up and nowhere else, because he will simply not experience them 

anywhere else. 

IV. A father has to look to his own moral development 

A. A father cannot be consciously thinking of the example he is giving at every 

moment. What he can do to make his example be positive is to work on his own 

development of the virtues. 

1. Take an inventory of your own virtues and vices; easier with the 

vices/weaknesses. Where could you use some work? 

2. Some examples of areas to look at: 

a. Anger: getting angry at the wrong persons, at the wrong time, or in 

the wrong way (too violent). 

b. Laziness (letting hard things drag and not facing them asap). 

c. Sensuality: probably little things like watching the sensuous ads 

during the football game instead of changing the channel. 

d. Negativity toward others: criticizing unnecessarily. 
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e. Habits: Spending; giving, generosity with others; use of time; 

piety; complaining; criticizing; controlling anger; having friends; 

lying.  

f. Order, punctuality; how to deal with others (warm and accepting; 

suspicious and silent)? 

B. The desire for the character development of one’s sons should provide a very 

strong motivation for self-improvement. 

C. What you get excited about: this sends a powerful message to your son. He will 

pick up what you think is important (e.g., a victory at sports) and what you do not 

think is important, just by how excited you are about things. 
 


