Fathers and Sons
Brian Morgan

Elie Wiesel, one of the greatest writers to emerge from the Holocaust, begins his
personal memoirs with the surprising admission –

I never really knew my father. It hurts to admit that, but it would hurt him even
more if I deluded myself. The truth is I knew little of the man I loved most in the
world, the man whose merest glance could stir me.127
Such a confession is probably more common than we imagine. As a young boy I felt that
I was the apple of my father’s eye. I danced in his shadow, proud to wear his name and sit in
the shade of his legacy. There was no greater joy in life than pleasing my father. He was the
renowned surgeon. I was his only son, the youngest of four children. Two were born prior to
World War II, and two after. In my mind there was no better surgeon in all Los Angeles (many
doctors confirmed my bias). But, like Elie Wiesel, I must say I never really knew my Father. He
was a quiet man, a silent man. I joked that he had three words in his vocabulary, “Huh?”
“What?” and “Huh?” All three were complete sentences designed to put the initiative back on
inquirer. As children, we always wondered what he thought, what stirred his inner life. He was
a voracious reader and a passionate, methodical worker, but natural conversation was rare. His
thoughts were well hidden under a wry smile that reminded me of the Mona Lisa. Perhaps his
greatness as a surgeon hampered his communication skills and the ability to enter our ordinary
worlds. For years, I thought it never bothered me. I was just proud to be his son.
Then the day came when I brought him disappointment. I was in college and newly
seized by the call to be a Christian. As I passionately plunged into my new faith and felt a
possible change of vocation, I wrote my father from Europe to tell him about it. For weeks I
waited for his reply but none came. Finally my mother added one sentence at the end of a
postcard, “Knock off the religion, your father is worried.” Those words, understated as they
were, contained a sea of emotion. I knew that they spoke of unspeakable sorrow. That day a
wall went up between us. It lasted for over twenty years. Neither one of us could speak openly
about these life changing events. We lived on in active silence. But I still clung to the hope of
communication some day.
A few years later, my wife Emily and I gave birth to our firstborn. A son! His name,
David Jonathan, means the “beloved gift of God.” Deep down I hoped that perhaps a grandson
could break the down the barrier between a father and son. But after just a few days our little
boy became sick, very sick. As the prognosis turned grim I called my father. My voice choked
and I could not speak through the tears. He and my mother flew up to see our son a few days
before he died. Instead of comforting words and tears, all my father could manage to do was to
hand me a $100 bill, and then he left. They did not stay for the memorial service. I learned later
how deeply hurt he was, but that he was just never able to express his emotions.
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Rejection does things to shape a soul, good things. It removes the possibility that we can
live life to please others. And it thrusts us into the arms of the One who is already “pleased”
with us and loves us beyond comprehension. It opens us up to a new family whose bonds are
stronger than blood, and takes us to new lands filled with unexpected surprises. Yes, rejection is
good and did good things for me. Yet even after reaching forty, the longing for words from a
father still lurked below surface.
Several years ago I was watching the movie, “Mr. Holland’s Opus.” Mr. Holland is a
frustrated music teacher who would prefer to compose his ‘dream symphony’ rather than teach
high school students. Later he comes to the discovery that the real symphony of life is the
students he invested his life in. In the midst of that discovery he dedicates his opus to his deaf
son. Hearing that sacred word “son” fall off his lips in the backdrop of the symphony, I burst
into tears. I tried to control my emotions so I would not embarrass my youngest daughter,
Katie, sitting next to me. When we returned home, I wrote these lines.

˜b
Son
Son,
I love that name,
conjuring up
all within me.
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but now perhaps most pained
when reflection is the brightest

“A serene splendor,
that takes your breath away.”128

I thought I was over it,
until someone dedicates
an opus to his son,
and I forever remain estranged.

I haven’t heard it
in a while,
in fact, I ache to say
I can’t remember when?

And then I remember my son,
who conjured up everything for me
for a few brief moments;
now gone until the Dawn sings.

Did he ever think it,
say it, mean it?
Did son ever conjure up joy
for him beyond my birth?

O sing O soul,
play the notes,
resonate and play,
for this is what you were made for.

I thought I was over it,
over forty,

“This is my beloved son,
my son, my son!”
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In the midst of my ache for a father, appeared Sid, my wife’s stepfather. Emily’s parents
divorced when she was sixteen. One year before we were married, her mother Louise was
remarried to Sid. Sid was a Jew of the tribe of Levi. His deepest roots were Romanian, and like
most Jews, he was well acquainted with pain. His grandfather was a rabbi. His father, as he
explained, was demented and often withdrew in isolation from the family.
When I first met Sid we stood at opposite ends of the universe. I was ‘religious,’ he was
agnostic. I came from a conservative home of wealth, he grew up as a ‘blue-collar’ welder and
championed the cause of the poor. My parents were staunch republicans. Sid, at one point, was
a communist. My family belonged to an exclusive golf club that did not extend memberships to
Jews or blacks. Sid, the Jew, was a security guard at the country club. It always seemed odd to
me to enter a gate of privilege through one father, and have another father in the back room
with the hired help. Yet, it was Sid who taught me all about giving. He was generous to a fault.
He was always adopting troubled kids who found themselves in need. He would give a
stranger the shirt off his back, and stray cats found a feast at his door.
I always felt drawn to Sid, but it was the experience of multiple deaths over the course
of years that drew us close and made us one. The first was my son, who died shortly after birth.
The following year our daughter died of the same enzyme deficiency. Then Emily’s mother
(Sid’s wife) fell victim to cancer. Then Emily’s younger sister died of AIDS and within a year
her father was stricken with colon cancer.
After Emily’s mother died, Sid made more and more trips to visit us. These short twoday excursions were framed by profound memories of meals. The routine was simple. Sid
arrived on a Friday. Immediately after his arrival, he and I would drive to a produce store
where he would methodically purchase almost every single vegetable to make his salad. On the
way home we would stop at the local meat market where Sid would select the finest fish or the
thickest steak. He would never let me pay; it was a grandfather’s prerogative. Armed with
groceries, he would take over our kitchen and spend hours crafting his salad. First he would
rub the salad bowl with virgin olive oil and fresh garlic. Then the plethora of vegetables was
washed, cut and prepared until the bowl was overflowing. If we had fish, the recipe was never
the same, always new and delicious. When the salad was complete Sid and I retired outdoors to
the patio and sat in the shade of our trellis. There in the setting sun Sid would sip wine and tell
me family stories filled with sentiment and emotion. He would also ask me all about my work,
and took time to read many of my sermons. Beneath that canopy I learned what “being a son”
felt like. That was Friday. On Saturday, Sid would take the entire family to a fine restaurant,
where again we would be held captive by stories, and again he would pay the bill.
Sid died in 1996. I miss him. During my first visit to România in 1988, I brought him
back a yarmulke from a synagogue in Bucharest and penned this poem for him.

A boy and his papa
What does a boy desire?
Affection, touch,
a man to speak with
to hug and to hold
even to weep with,
ah, sweet acceptance.
I was a goy,
you were the jew,
one faired with the rich,
the other the oppressed.
But both were driven
for the deeper things,
mysteries
that lay beyond their reach.
One cast his iron hands
to plough the rocky earth,
perhaps fertility was
in the soil.
The other cast his eyes
towards the skies
seeking the heavenly rains
which no man can command.
In his quest, the goy
found the Jew, who was also a Son
and loved him
because he adopted him.
The jew kept searching in his pain
and gave his life away
to any orphan who needed
what the jew had never received.
Then rejection found them both,
and made them wander
from their earthly roots
until they met on opposite sides.

They gazed at each other
as acquaintances,
until steel cords of death
wound their five bands
round their breasts.
They faced each other
and wept until
they could weep no more,
tears washed their souls
and flowed into one stream.
The jew adopted the goy
and took him into his heart.
They spoke, they touched
they hugged, they wept
in sweet embrace,
What does a boy desire?
Affection, touch
a man to speak with
to hug and to hold,
even to weep with,
ah, a Papa!
To the boy,
there was no joy like Papa,
especially in the simple things.
Could a meal bring eternal delights?
Yes, if Papa was there.
And to the boy’s delight,
Papa asked to see all his work.
So the boy showed him all he had done,
Papa looked on with approving eyes.
Then the boy traveled
on behalf of the Jew,
to the land of oppression and death.
It was there that he understood
Papa’s pain and fear of death.

I woke one night weeping for you, Papa,
yearning for you to know
the love that filled my breast
of the Jew who died for you
that you should have no fear of death.

You will love him
in the New Jerusalem.
For the prophets cannot lie,
that is your city, Papa.

For it is not enough
that you have adopted me
in this short life,
I want to be your son forever.

What does a boy desire?
Affection, touch,
a Papa to sing with
to hug and to hold,
even to dance with,
in the New Jerusalem.

And on that Day,
I will introduce you
to your grandson, David.

I love you, Papa!

Time is a friend, and I did not remain forever estranged from my own father. But it came
long after I had given up all hope. The time came when the surgeon father needed the help of
his forgotten son. Ironically, it was in the area of his expertise, that he sought my help. His
carotid artery was severely (95%) blocked and he was on the verge of a fatal stroke. Unless
surgery was performed soon he would not survive. But at eighty-two, he had difficulty finding
a surgeon to take on the risk of surgery. I had no medical expertise, but I did have Christian
friends who were more than willing to help my father. So I invited my father to fly to our home
for treatment. Upon his arrival he received ‘first class’ treatment from surgeons, nurses and our
friends. In their eyes he was like the honorary ‘surgeon general’ whom they had the distinct
privilege to operate on. The surgery was a success and the surgeons didn’t even send him a bill.
This lavish gesture of generosity was a first time experience for him.
After this near encounter with death, I watched his heart soften. He placed me in the
role of secretary, dictating thank-you notes of appreciation to everyone he could think of. This
was something I had never seen him do. The following week he recuperated in our home, but
time pressures began to mount as I had the responsibility to prepare for our church’s annual
Men’s Conference (five hundred men) for the next weekend. Our speaker was the gifted
evangelist from England, Michael Green. I gave my father the option of flying home, or joining
me on the retreat. To my amazement he asked to join me at the conference. The surprises didn’t
end there. I watched him make new friends, sing Christian hymns, laugh in fellowship and
dialogue with Michael. It was as if, on this one weekend, God prepared a stage of my past
twenty years for him to experience firsthand. In the final moments of the conference, Michael
Green wasn’t about to let this divine opportunity pass. He took the bold initiative and in a
private encounter, he led my dad to Christ. I’ll never forget that moment. I walked into his
room. He held out his hand to me, and with tears in his eyes said, “I just accepted the Lord.”
This was the first time I ever saw my father’s tears.

My Father Remembered
O Father, you heard the cry of a boy,
who first learned to weep over his father,
when he sat silent in the face of love,
you put his tears in a bottle,
and hid them.
Years later you called him to Mr. Moriah,
but he thought not in vain,
if the sweet scent would
place the Son in the father’s heart.
He descended the mount
and clung to his father,
he looked into his face
but saw only silence.

Then God remembered the boy,
and visited him with his father,
“Take now your father,
the one whom you love,
and journey to land of Moriah.”
They journeyed quietly up the mountain,
the father asked,
“Behold the fire and the wood,
but where is the lamb?”
The son was silent.

The boy went into the desert to forget.
He sang in the cave of Adullam;
and there he found men,
the discontent and fatherless.
They grew strong together,
and became his mighty men of renown,
he loved them,
they would be his father.
In all their travels,
the son thanked his Father,
for such a wound,
that forged this new family.

But whenever he returned to Ziklag
under the darkness of the night,
he heard his daughters cry “Daddy,”
he knew he could not forget.

Then he raised his eyes,
and heard them singing,
all the men of renown,
with the lamb upon their shoulders.
Those thousand eyes,
broke into the father’s heart,
the father wept, took the lamb,
and became a son.
O Father, how great are your wonders!
You heard the cry of a boy,
and kept his tears in a bottle.
I shall never forget.

In appreciation to the Lord
for my father’s conversion
January 27, 1991

I was going close the story here, but was recently reading my 1998-2000 prayer journal
and came across this poem about my dad.

Call Home
Saturday night, October 25,
“Call home,” my sister said to me.
I called home today
to see how Dad was doing –
same thing, back pain and vertigo,
but then he said,
“You should publish
all those poems,”
and closed with
“Give everyone my love.”
It wasn’t until later
when I spoke with Jérôme
that I understood the love
conveyed in those words –
“my son, my son.”
In August 2001 my sister called and said dad was dying and almost in a comma. I went
to see him in the hospital, and after everyone left the room I was alone with my father. He woke
from his comma and stared straight into my eyes.

Into a Father’s Eyes
He looked at me
he stared at me
with those hazel eyes
eyes never age
we were so close gazing into each other’s eyes
but I could not refrain from turning away
was it fear
fear of finally feeling the affection of a father
or fear of seeing him seized by fear
of that dreaded demon, death
or was it sadness
accumulated sadness
of not knowing if I was ever a son
my father
I was afraid to look into his eyes
this one last time.

I felt like I had missed a key opportunity at that moment, but dad survived a few more
months, and God gave me a second chance to connect with him. Just before Christmas I went
back to the hospital. I entered the room and noticed the TV was tuned to a football game.
Memories of my youth came flooding back, I grabbed his hand and together we watched the
game.

Watching Football
Today I went to see my father
and to gaze into his eyes.
Was he dying of pneumonia?
I know he was terrified and tortured in pain,
yet above his head a TV was fixed on football.
I took his hand
and he squeezed mine,
and for a moment
he was no longer my father
but a frail human being
in need of comfort, compassion
and a tender touch of hope.
I took his hand and he took mine
and we watched football –
that’s what fathers and sons do.
Once when I was a little boy, during halftime
he made me a pair of frail goal posts out of wood
so I could pretend and play
on my own football field in my backyard,
then he threw the ball to me until the game resumed.
Now I was holding his hand at halftime
and in one minute the game would resume,
and perhaps with it, eternity.
Before I left I looked deep into his hazel eyes,
eyes never age,
“I love you, dad.”
Summoning all his strength and vacant beating breath
he said, “I love you, too.”
Today we watched football –
that’s what fathers and sons do.
Dr. Wendell Andrew Morgan died on Christmas Eve 2001.

