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            This book is dedicated to the five most amazing and important women in my life:

            my wife, Michelle; my daughters, Ellie, Brooke, and Sydney; and my mom, Pattye.

            I would not be the man, husband, and father I am today without all of you.

            I love you more than you will ever know, and I am one lucky dude because of you.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Foreword

         

         As a pediatrician who has practiced medicine for a little over thirty years now, I’ve heard just about everything that a child or adolescent can say about life and their parents. I’ve listened to the hearts of thousands of children, and much of what I hear troubles me deeply. I’ve heard girls as young as five years old cry over their missing fathers. I’ve held hands with sixteen-year-old boys sobbing from anger they feel toward themselves for having “driven away” their dads. Young children and teens who feel the deep hole in their hearts from having no dad wonder if life is actually worth living. Children can’t reconcile that they are not responsible for their father’s behaviors, because they lack full brain maturation and cognitive skills. They simply can’t process the pain that even many adults have difficulty processing.

         I have watched the divorce rates rise alongside the concomitant swell of depression, anxiety, increased sexual activity, drinking, drug abuse, ADHD, and learning issues in children and teens. Children who don’t have fathers in their homes or engaged in their lives suffer terribly. It’s high time that we as a culture do something for our kids—and that is, help their fathers. We must stop demeaning and shaming dads through movies and sitcoms. And we mothers must stop criticizing their every move, because if a father doesn’t feel respected in his family, real disaster can ensue. As Emerson Eggerichs writes in Love & Respect, every man needs respect in order to live a healthy life and be a good father.

         We in America are facing a national crisis. We see teenage boys in inner-city gangs killing one another because they are out of control. Why? They have no fathers. We see teenage girls having sex with boys they don’t even like, because they long for male attention and affection because they have no fathers. The crisis of fatherlessness doesn’t affect just the inner cities—it spans across America into the homes of middle- and upper-middle-class families who may have a father present but see him disengage. He may not do so willfully, but simply because he really believes that he has very little value in his children’s lives. How can he know his value if he is not taught, affirmed, or encouraged?

         When fathers “orbit” or leave their homes, something deeply painful happens to the mothers and children who stay. The children feel the ground beneath their feet crumble. Women become angry and resentful. And the men who disengage end up in very dark places.

         I am so grateful that John Finch knows this. I am sorry for the pain he endured as a child, but without that life experience, I don’t know that he could have produced such a profound work as this very important book. With the keen skill of a surgeon, he peels back the coverings of fathers’ lives to expose the tragedy that lies beneath for many of them. He astutely walks men and women through their father woundedness by helping them look back over their lives and face their grief. John takes us through that process empathetically because he bravely walked through it before his readers. He turned inward first and faced his own father wounds. Therefore, he is the perfect guide for anyone who has lived with a disengaged, absent, or abusive father.

         The Father Effect is an extremely important book because John puts his index finger on the pain points in our country, in the hearts of men and in the lives of children who grow up without their fathers. Best of all, he offers hope to all who read, for healing, redirection, forgiveness, and the knowledge that they can be great parents. They can raise great kids and lead a full and wonderful life.

         The Father Effect, however, is not just for men. It is a book that every woman should read as well because they, too, suffer when they have bad or absent fathers. Women who are hurt by their fathers often grow angry, bitter, depressed, or anxious and usually carry that pain into their relationships with their husbands and children. Thus, the vicious cycle of hurt perpetuates itself.

         We have a crisis on our hands. I dare say that if we as a nation don’t begin to take the impact that fathers have on children seriously, we will see our children face far bigger problems, our families torn apart, and more children killed. When the family loses its father, it weakens and crumbles. And when families deteriorate, neighborhoods do as well. Towns then suffer along with states, and finally our nation weakens. Let us clearly see the breadth and depth of this fatherlessness issue in our country and homes. We are dealing with children’s lives and the health of a great nation. Let us be strong enough to resolve to care for men and teach, encourage, and inspire every father we know. If we want to leave a mark in this world, let us be about the business of following the instruction John gives us in this wonderful book.

         
            Meg Meeker, MD

         

         
            bestselling author of Strong Fathers, Strong Daughters and the country’s leading authority on parenting, teens, and children’s health

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

            Letter from My Father

            April 10, 1979

         

      

   


   
      
         
            To My Darling Wife & Sons whom I dearly love,

            I couldn’t do something illegal & immoral to get money to pay the bills. It would hurt you all so much more and God might not forgive me. I know of no other way to keep from hurting you more. I don’t understand why other than from my own weakness that this came to this. I ask for your love forgiveness and pray for God’s forgiveness. My last thoughts are of each of you and I pray that each of you Pattye, Larry, Scott, and John will live this life in truth and love and that you will know that I truly loved you with all my heart.

            All My Love,

            Dad
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            Introduction

            The Day I Kissed My Dad Good-bye

            
               “Hold on, son.”

            

         

         As a forty-year-old man, I wept while holding the picture.

         Big Jim is squatting, and I’m sitting in the crook of his right arm. My two older brothers stand by us on each side. They’re smiling. I was too young to know what to do.

         Big Jim’s wearing blue coveralls, and we’re in a well-maintained, grassy area. Flowers dot the landscape. A white, nondescript building sits in the far background, but if you look closely enough, you can see bars on the windows.

         We’re visiting my dad in prison.

         But it’s not the picture itself that makes me cry. It’s knowing what I now know about my dad: how the lack of a father in his life led him to make many bad choices that eventually sent him to prison and ultimately, I believe, drove him to suicide. I felt sorry for the man in the picture whom I’d hardly had the chance to know.

         Yet the reason I could empathize with him was that I was him. The final gift my father had left for me was an unyielding burden I shouldered throughout my teen years and well into becoming a father myself.

         As I cried over that picture, I could almost hear Big Jim say the phrase that still echoed from my childhood, spoken by the man I once wanted to be: “Be a big boy, John. Be a man.”

         Decades later, I still wondered: Am I? Am I a man?

         I asked myself this question for most of my life because no man told me I was doing a good job, or that I was a good husband and a good father—because no one affirmed me as a man.

         The Day I Can’t Forget

         “Hold on, son. You owe me a kiss.”

         I ducked my eleven-year-old head back into his car and kissed my dad good-bye. I walked into school as if it were any other day, though I knew something was different. My dad was seldom in town long enough to take me to school, but my fifth-grade mind thought little of it—aside from feeling lucky to have been dropped off by Big Jim.

         That afternoon, we watched a movie in class—another stroke of luck. I felt privileged that I was allowed to sit on my desk instead of behind it. In the middle of whatever semi-educational fare we were watching, the assistant principal came to our classroom.

         “Finch? John Finch? Someone’s in the office to see you.”

         The day was getting stranger by the minute, but the strangeness had so far paid off well. I was a good student, and I’d seldom been to the office for anything. I obliged without a word and without fear.

         In the office, I saw the last person I would have ever expected: my pastor.

         He was curt. “John, we need to go to your home.”

         I don’t think he said anything else until we pulled up to the apartment where my family lived.

         As soon as I saw my mother standing on our balcony in the middle of a throng of people I didn’t know, I knew something was very, very wrong. My lucky day that had begun with the rare treat of my father chauffeuring me to school was about to take a drastic turn.

         Throughout the day, people kept visiting. More arrived. A friend of mine from church came over. We tried to play outside like it was any other day. I’m fairly certain I just kept staring at the cloudy sky above.

         I didn’t know it that day, but I really had kissed my dad good-bye.

         The Questions I Couldn’t Answer

         I lost count decades ago of how often I’ve replayed that day.

         Because answers were so fleeting, hypothetical questions attempted to fill in the gaps: What if I had been a better son? What if my dad had known how much he really meant to me? What if I had told someone about the gun I’d found in his closet two weeks before that strange and terrible day?

         He knew I’d found it, too. His brief but stern warning to me—“Don’t you ever tell anyone you found this. Now get out of here”—ensured my silence, until now.

         Of course, as an eleven-year-old, each of those questions revolved around me. I assumed I’d done something to make my dad do what he did. At the time, I didn’t know what I know now. I had no idea of the kinds of inner demons he’d been fighting for almost his entire life. Like a child whose parents are divorcing, I blamed myself for what was totally out of my control—because I wanted to, somehow, make sense of such senselessness.

         Maybe if I had said “I love you” more often.

         Maybe if I had defied him and told my mom about the gun.

         Maybe I’d still have my dad.

         And maybe my life would have been completely different.

         But it wasn’t.

         I became my father’s son.

         And I knew that if I didn’t change, I was going to lose my family, too.

         The Way Forward Is the Way Back

         This book chronicles my thirty-year journey to become the father I was created to be despite my own father’s absence from much of my life. It’s the story of how I learned to forgive my father and in doing so found a freedom unlike anything I’d ever known before.

         The reverberations of my father’s seemingly selfish actions echoed within the emptiness I felt for so long, until God led me to a deep understanding of and empathy for the man who was seldom there for me. As a struggling father of three daughters myself, I knew that their futures relied on my coming to grips with my past.

         I had to change my life to change my legacy.

         This book also serves as a companion to my documentary, The Father Effect, a feature film relating my journey to forgiveness. The documentary features some of the smartest Christian minds on fatherlessness, including John Eldredge and Dr. Meg Meeker. I also interviewed dozens of adult children of absent fathers, who shared their stories of seeking to forgive the men who had failed them where it mattered most. Unless otherwise noted, the quotes used within this book are from the film. Some excerpts are straight from the documentary. Others are from material left on the cutting-room floor, which simply couldn’t fit into the documentary but is no less insightful and revealing.

         When I began filming, I naively believed that my work was mainly for the benefit of others like me: grown adults trying to live normal lives despite a persistent, long-lasting, gaping father wound. But what I learned from those teachers and heard in those stories resulted in nothing short of a deeply transformative work in my life.

         I am a full-time husband, father, and businessman who knows the panic of seeing glimpses of his absent father within his own soul. But I also know the hard-won joy of forgiving my father, even when he’ll never return.

         To forgive my father, I’d have to be exactly what he’d always asked of me: a big boy—a man.

         To forgive the man who’d taken so much from me, I’d have to confront him.

         Even worse, I’d have to empathize with him.

      

   


   
      
         
            Part I

            To Forgive My Father

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Who Was Big Jim?

            
               “I think every person has this longing to know what their father was like when he was little.”

            

         

         For years I denied how deeply my father’s death had affected me—and not just me, but all of my relationships. I didn’t want to get to know the man who had inflicted such a deep wound on me. To forgive my father, I knew I’d have to learn more about him.

         There was so much I didn’t know, and not just about that day.

         What was he like as a child? What were his parents like? How long did his dad stick around? Was he happy as a kid? What were his friends like? What did he do when he wanted to goof off? What did he excel at? How did he meet my mom? These questions spawned more questions.

         Everything within me screamed in righteous anger over being asked to discover my father’s history. I felt like a child who’s burned his hand on the stove being asked to forgive it.

         If he hadn’t cared about me, then why should I care about him now?

         Internally kicking and screaming like the adult-child I was, I began to learn about my dad.

         What I discovered changed my life.

         My Fatherless Father

         When Big Jim was nine-year-old Little Jim, his father died of pneumonia. In other words, for most of his life, my dad didn’t have a dad.

         Though Big Jim would never have called it by name or likely even acknowledged its existence, my father had a deep father wound of his own. This alone broke my heart for him, but it was the progressively complicating factors of his life that would cause me to deeply empathize with this man I’d known for only a short while and with whom I’d been angry for decades.

         Two years after his father’s death, Big Jim’s mother married a man who she later found out was already married. To escape embarrassment, they moved from Millington, Tennessee, to New Orleans, but moved back just a year later. Before marrying my grandfather, Van, she’d been married four times. I surmise that my dad’s emotional and relational growth as a man was severely stunted because of his upbringing. He’d lost his dad, only to have multiple fill-in fathers let him down even further.

         My dad also had to deal with a mean mom whose dual mottoes were “Only the strongest survive” and “Every man for himself.” Consequently, he sought to become the strongest man for himself with as little help as possible from anyone else. In looking over the many bad decisions he’d go on to make during his life, it would seem that these intrinsic values seldom served him well—especially when it came to being a father.

         At sixteen, Big Jim was dropped off in New Orleans to live on his own. To make enough money for lunch, he’d hunt for scrap metal before school started. Six years later, at just twenty-two years old, he married my mom. As further damning evidence of the kind of parental support my father rarely, if ever, received, his own mother didn’t even attend their wedding; nor did she care to, from the stories I’ve heard.

         Big Jim and my mother had known each other for years before getting married, as my dad had been inseparable friends with her brother, Bill. Big Jim and Bill both excelled at football, so much so that my dad was once offered a tryout with the Green Bay Packers. For reasons unknown, he never tried out.

         It’s stories like these—the ones where a single choice may have led to a drastically different life for both him and me—that give me pause. What if he had tried out? What if he had made it? What if money hadn’t been such a big problem for him? What if he had been rewarded for what he excelled at?

         The fatherless are unrivaled at the what-if game.

         Even from this brief biographical sketch, it’s easy to see that so much of what I was missing from Big Jim was the same as what he had missed from his own dad. His father had died when he was a child. Later in life, he became an entrepreneur (of sorts), always out for that one big score that would solve all his problems and secure a future where he would never have to worry about money. He thought he had to be the strongest or the best to gain respect and provide for his family.

         And I don’t have proof of this, but I assume it’s true because it’s been true for me: He was desperately lonely, believing he was the only one enduring the struggle known as life.

         When I finally chose to stop defining my dad by his worst qualities and tragic end, I discovered a man with a father wound just as deep as mine.

         He may have been my father, but we were brothers.

         How to Break into Fort Knox

         At one point in his life, my dad owned four tire stores appropriately named “Big Jim’s Tires.” A natural salesman, he did well for a time. The stores made money. Our lights stayed on.

         But my father was susceptible to the promise of easy money. Through his business, he met men in organized crime who ran a counterfeiting operation. There’s likely no easier way to make money than just to print your own.

         Unless you get caught.

         My father got caught after stepping off a plane. He was promptly sentenced to the Federal Correctional Institution in Texarkana, Texas, for two to five years. But just eight months later he was released for good behavior. His conscience—or his desire to stay out of prison—had spoken up. To commute his sentence, he had agreed to turn state’s evidence against the men with whom he’d been counterfeiting money.

         Now, recall that these men were in organized crime. Think The Godfather. These were not men to be trifled with or to turn on. Yet my father, in what I hope was a turn toward doing the right thing (and not just to save himself), willingly chose to testify against these coldhearted criminals.

         While still in prison, he would travel from time to time to testify for the prosecution against these men. And with each piece of damning testimony from my father that put away more men, you could be sure that others in their criminal organization were taking note.

         A few months after my father was released from prison, the FBI called to inform him that his name was the last on a hit list, below the names of three people who had recently been killed in violent ways. His name was next to be crossed out, and they suggested that he and our family go into witness protection to avoid danger. We were to relocate to Fort Knox, of all places. I can imagine my dad’s response: “You’re gonna put a known counterfeiter in Fort Knox?” A few days later, we started packing.

         As an older child, I had faint memories of being taken from my home in the middle of the night, but I’d argue with myself that it was only a dream. However, when I became an adult and learned the truth—that the FBI really had absconded with my family in the middle of the night when I was just two years old—I couldn’t argue against reality anymore. We really had lived under witness protection in Fort Knox, as “the Smiths” no less.

         We lived there for ten months. Ironically enough, the men who’d put out a contract on my father’s life eventually became state’s witnesses themselves, effectively canceling the contract. The FBI cleared our family from any imminent threat, and we moved to Texas.

         Did my dad leave Fort Knox with a gold bar or two? I don’t think so, but memory’s a funny thing. Knowing what I now know about my dad, I wouldn’t have put it past him.

         How to Stay Out of Prison

         My dad couldn’t quit his fast-money lifestyle, even though our lives had all been put in jeopardy because of his inability to work for a living on the right side of the law. Big Jim’s checks bounced like overinflated basketballs. Our electricity was cut off multiple times. Mom even had to heat our water so we could have lukewarm baths. Bills wouldn’t be paid for months at a time.

         Sometimes we stayed in hotels where calling the accommodations “squalid” was being nice. In fact, I recall my mom placing an ironing board against the front door as a rudimentary burglar alarm. If it fell, we’d all hear it, wake up, and shout in fear. Then, I guess, my mom would have thrown the iron at the intruder. Thankfully, no such event ever happened.

         My dad ran away from his problems, but he would always try to find a quick fix, regardless of its legality. He would disappear for a few days, only to return with a sly smile and a proud declaration that he’d solved our problems yet again. Much to my mom’s chagrin, he’d act as if nothing had happened. Yet it was my mom who was truly the savior and would somehow scramble to get the money to pay the debts my dad had left behind.

         I assume that my dad tried the best he could to provide for our family. Unfortunately, he’d had no example growing up of how to do that. How can a man understand what’s required of a father and husband when he doesn’t have anyone to show him or tell him how to be a provider?

         There’s no telling exactly what he’d done to get the money we’d needed, and I doubt my mom asked him for fear of incriminating herself. But, as had happened before, Big Jim’s poor choices caught up with him.

         On April 10, 1979, my father’s lawyer told him he was most assuredly headed back to prison after his court meeting later that day. Before that date, my father had reiterated to my mother dozens of times that he would never go back to prison. And though I didn’t know it at the time, he’d also read medical books to figure out the best place to shoot yourself so you’d die the fastest.

         He held to his promise. He never went back to jail.

         On April 10, 1979, my dad shot himself.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Angry and Abandoned

            
               “Because my dad chose to abandon me, I was very bitter, angry, and resentful, and it was impacting every aspect of my life.”

            

         

         I always assumed my friends, classmates, and everyone else in town thought, That’s the kid whose dad killed himself.

         Although I was usually the biggest kid in my class, I was also likely the most insecure. After all, I didn’t know anyone else whose dad had committed suicide. I walked to my classrooms with a self-defining scarlet letter emblazoned on my heart. Even if no one else could see it, I knew it was there. Although I lived with two older brothers and a strong mother who unconditionally loved and cared for her children, I was easily intimidated by others because I hadn’t learned how to act like a man. My siblings did their best to fill the gap, but they were still just my brothers. During some of my most formative years, I didn’t have a godly male role model to give me direction, guidance, and wisdom about the world, about girls, and about what a man should say and how he should act.

         Once my older brothers moved out of the house to attend college, I spent even more time learning how well my mother loved other people. But this had a dual-edged effect on my personality. Instead of growing into boldness, strength, and courage, I grew into kindheartedness, tenderness, and care. In other words, I took on the characteristics that were most often displayed in my home. I just thought I was “the sensitive type.” It wasn’t until much later that I learned I was sensitive because I didn’t know any other way to be.

         Despite my mother’s deep affection and care for her sons, she would never be able to overcome the deficit that had hollowed out our lives when our father had chosen to take his life. To make matters worse, I couldn’t talk to Mom about how I felt. I didn’t want to add to my mother’s burden. I never wanted to disappoint her. But, as yet another example of how an absent father leads to so many seemingly never-ending cycles, I obviously couldn’t talk to my dad about my problems either. He couldn’t tell me that I was doing a good job at school, or that everything was going to be okay, or even that he’d beat up that other kid’s dad for calling me names. He couldn’t help me process my failures. He couldn’t do anything. He was gone.

         One issue that frustrated me the most was not having a father who would help me learn how to persevere in a world that can often be so hard on its residents. When the going got rough, I quit. In high school, I quit football. Even now, I regret that decision and still dream of having another chance to make a better choice. Even though that was my decision to make, I still blamed my dad for not being there to tell me, “Hang in there, son. Life isn’t easy, but if you quit everything, you’ll never succeed at anything.”

         This led to the creation of a lonely person who was fearful, distrustful, and afraid of what the future held. So I kept my head down, focused on my studies, and tried to make sense of my interior world that was never meant to support itself without a fatherly foundation.

         Accolades and New Addictions

         As questions about girls, school, sports, and every other issue important to a high schooler kept arising, I became increasingly bitter and angry that I couldn’t talk to my dad about such things. My mom—bless her—attempted to fill in the gap, but our conversations were generally brief. I knew she was trying but that she really couldn’t help me. And I certainly wasn’t going to initiate the conversation.

         So I took the route that most aimless, fatherless young men take: to try to look cool in front of my friends.

         For me, that meant drinking, partying, and sleeping around in college, aka: what I thought real men did. Because I didn’t have a father figure invested in my life, no one had ever told me or shown me what a real man does. I thought access to the “real man’s club” was through the doors of booze and babes. So I began drinking in high school, a terrible addiction that would enslave me for the next two decades. I didn’t know it at the time, but I drank to numb my pain. As an added benefit, being the life of the party awarded me with the attention and affection I’d been craving my entire life.

         I became addicted to it.

         On the outside I was having a blast.

         But I was a ticking time bomb within.

         Anger Over What Was

         Following my father’s suicide, I became an angry young man, which is so normal that it’s become a stereotype. As one of the five stages of grief, anger is to be expected with the passing of any parent, but my anger wasn’t seasonal. It didn’t last for just a month or a year or a decade. Until God changed my life, anger dominated me, but I was rather good at disguising it.
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