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Purpose and Genesis of this Rites of Passage Idea 

 

Generational Awareness 

I was not raised with my grandfathers (paternal or maternal). My 

Granny, Annie Milledge, has always been one of the strongest women I‟ve 

known. She was married for a while and birth my mother, Dora Denise 

Harrell and my uncle Wallace Jerod Harrell. Our clan was more matriarchal 

than anything else, led by my granny. 

My mother, Dora Denise Harrell (Harrell is my maternal grandfather‟s 

surname) was a young mother. After giving birth to me, my sister Keshia 

(two years my junior) and my baby sister Devida (three years my junior) 

she married my step-father Harvey Lee Coon. Though they were marred for 

many years he often times was not a wholesome example of adult manhood.  

However, as an adult I began to recognize that he did shape my life in some 

good ways. He was a provider; I saw him get up; get out; and go to work 

every day. I saw him enjoy his friendships. And when my nephew Brian was 

born (my sister Devida‟s eldest son) I saw him enjoy being a grandfather. 

My mom always told me, as a boy, when I wanted to see my father to 

let her know. I met my biological father as a preadolescent. Every child 

ponders their origins; no matter how skewed those origins may be. My 

biological father, Glenn Joseph Keys, a.k.a. Brownie, was fresh out of prison 

when we met. And he was a hot mess! He was born to Daisy and Joseph 

Keys of Bunche Park. 

Now, I can only give you insight of things from my perspective. Later 

on in my life my mother explained to me that there was a man named 

Thomas Williams a.k.a. JB—short for James Brown—that loved her and me 

as a baby. And Thomas spent time with me and from what I recall of the 

story wanted us (he, my mom and me) to be a family. This is the man I am 

named after. But I don‟t remember him like that. They never married. 

As a child I had certain ways and mannerisms and I wondered where 

they came from. None of the men in my life answered these internal dialogs 

of “why?” and “how come?” The day I met my father, Glenn Joseph Keys, I 

immediately gained clarity. Though not able to articulate it as a youngster; it 

was like looking in a mirror. I now knew where I got my walk; my stand; my 
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lips. Not negating all the wonderful things my mom and granny instilled in 

me but, recognizing as a child my origins from a male perspective was vital. 

Fresh out of prison Glenn Joseph was a criminal, in many ways a thug; 

a thief; and a con. He was a chain smoker; alcoholic and junkie. His drugs of 

choice were heroin and cocaine. I don‟t entirely remember but he was in 

prison anywhere from 3-5 different times. And once, under my 

interrogations, as a young adult, we figured he impregnated 13 different 

women. Some had abortions. And those were only the pregnancies he was 

aware of. He was a dog. He was non-committed. He was the opposite of 

responsible adult manhood. He and I went through many tumultuous events. 

But I grew to love him despite his flaws, frailties and propensities. He grew 

to love me also. Knowing him helped me to know myself. 

But he did not embody responsible adult manhood. In fact, his life 

reinforced many of the stereotypes that now scar our collective 

consciousness when we think of black men—high prison recidivism; drug-

users/dealers; absentee fathers; non-productive citizens, unable to keep a 

job. 

In his right mind and lucid he was brilliant, one of the most 

charismatic and intelligent men I‟ve met in my entire life. In those moments 

of clear-headedness (and even in drunken truth-moments) he would say 

“Son I am an example of what you do not want to be”. Despite his flaws he 

did not sugar-coat our conversations. I took those words to heart. I did not 

want to embrace the bad parts of his character. 

By the time Glynne was born I was on a similar path though: 

drunkard, non-committed, aimless. I had not seen many truly positive adult 

manhood models. Glynne came into the world a month before my 23rd 

birthday; January 7, 1993. His mother, Reteva Lashon McFadden, had been 

my high school sweetheart and before then we grew up knowing one 

another from elementary school on. After high school, in some respects our 

peers admired us because despite some tumultuous teenage years with one 

another we married and tried hard to make things work. Both our families 

supported us in countless ways as we tried to gain our footing as a young 

married couple with two children. Our marriage ended after six years. 
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During those married years I remember talking to God telling him I 

didn„t know how to be a father. For a time I worked at night for UPS and I 

would get home and stop in Glynne and Justin‟s room and watch them 

breathe. I would cry from fear. I would pray that despite my shortcomings 

God would care for them. Then I asked God to help me be the father I 

needed to be. The man I needed to be. I was afraid and overwhelmed; 

trying my hardest to be a good man, a good husband, and a good father 

even though in many ways I didn‟t know what that looked like. And often 

time my actions contradicted my prayers; not aligning with my deep internal 

desires. 

After Glynne came to live with me full time around age 5, beyond my 

prayers I actively sought good models to emulate; models of responsible 

adult manhood that I could pass on. Some of those men are in this 

audience. Brother Lindsey Baker. Brother Jack Smith. Brother Ron 

Thompkins. Brother Lymon Baker. Not here, brother, Kevin Philips, Kevin 

Springs, Aaron Halloway and Steve Rios. As years passed more men were 

added to my list of examples whether they were aware of it or not: Brothers 

Gale and Rick Nelson; Brothers Dwayne Johnson, Chris Berrien, Ken 

Hawkins, Steve Grant, David James all strong examples of responsible adult 

manhood. Mr. Frank Fletcher still today teaches me about what it means to 

be a man by giving back through his work with the Leaders of Tomorrow 

program. I mentally sought examples of what it meant to be a married man, 

in addition to those already mentioned; God caused Brother Steve Hogan 

and his wife Geraldine to move to South Florida. I could list so many others; 

men that are committed; doing right by their families; striving to live godly; 

men that have gladly embraced their places of responsibility. Thank you men 

for shaping my life and in turn shaping Glynne‟s! 

In those early times I said God show me through your world and he 

showed me the perfect example of Jesus as a model of integrity, character, 

love, compassion, tolerance, obedience, endurance, hope, belief and faith. 

In those early times I said God show me even more and I saw a Good 

Morning America program that interviewed Michael Gurian author of the 

book The Wonder of Boys. I heard Dr. James Dobson on the radio with his 

program Focus on the Family and read some of his books. And other sources 

of guidance. 
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In those early times I said God I cannot do this I‟m not equipped: and 

the story of Moses was planted in me and the idea that God provides was 

constant—His providential care continued to unfold. Anything I needed 

Constance was there (Glynne‟s maternal grandmother). Often times Lisa was 

there (one of Glynne‟s maternal aunts). However they could help my 

grandmother, my mother and my sisters were there. And then God allowed 

Frankie my wonderful wife to bless our lives. 

I remember once in those early years being upset that Glynne wasn‟t 

eating meals and Sister Lois Smith said to me “If he wants to eat hot dogs 

every night let ‟em. As long as he isn‟t starving it‟s okay”. 

In those early times I asked the Lord what about this child‟s 

education? He provided the family at Bunche Park Elementary, the family at 

ASPIRA middle and the intimate environment of MAST Academy. Every step 

of the way God has provided as one of his Hebrew names declares Jehovah-

Jireh. 

In those early times I said Lord I‟m learning how to be a man, what 

about the gentleness of a woman in Glynne‟s life. Frankie, like an angel, 

came to us. At that time in my life I was starting over. I had nothing to offer 

her. But Father God put it in her heart to take a chance on me, while I was 

still a mess, fulfilling tenderness and softness for us; and motherly love for 

Glynne—a much needed puzzle pieces in our lives. Thank you my love for all 

you‟ve done and continue to do. 

We are here today because as Glynne grew I thought to myself he 

should not have to stumble around for nearly 30 years before he saw and 

understood responsible male adulthood. I thought to myself, unlike my 

father I wanted to say to him be like me and be even better than me. We 

are here to teach and to honor. Teach that this is the line of demarcation, 

boyhood is no more. We are here today to honor manhood and embrace 

Glynne in that light. Today we continue to set the foundational elements that 

will serve him the rest of his life. All of you, and so many others, have 

contributed to that life, by God‟s grace. I sincerely thank you. We are here 

as The Village to continue to hold him accountable as he continues this life 

journey and to guide.  

The Jewish religion has the Bar and Bat mitzvahs separating girlhood 

from womanhood and boyhood from manhood. In the Cuban American 
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culture there is the Quince; in the African American culture there is the 

Sweet Sixteen—both honoring girls as they transition into womanhood. 

Furthermore, besides those traditions God has given woman a physical cue 

of this transition. 

But, sorry to say in the African American culture, in my research there 

was not an easily identifiable positive Rites of Passage for boys. No marker. 

No cue. We are here to fill that void. Today culminates years of training and 

will serve as a clear transition marker. 

In my own life I wasn‟t sure when childish things were to cease. In 

Glynne‟s life this is not the case. That time is today. Thank you all for being 

a part of this journey. And for helping celebrate his 17th birthday. And may 

each of you continue to touch the lives of young boys in your respective 

circles of influence. 

 


