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This book reiterates the fact that Ken is the go-to guy for dads who want to be their very best. There is no sharper cutting-edge fathering book in the industry today.


—BILL BEAUSAY, Author, Boys! Girls! and Teenage Boys!


Every once in a great while there appears a practical no-nonsense book that cuts right through to the critical issues of fathering. They Call Me Dad is that book. If you want your kids to lovingly “call you Dad,” this book will set you on the spiritual, emotional, and relational path to make that a reality in your life.


——DR. JUDSON SWIHART, LSCSW; Director, Cornerstone Family Counseling Center; Author, How Do You Say ‘I Love You’?


They Call Me Dad is a gift to every man who is tired of theory and wants to know what being a great dad looks like. I promise you that when you put this book down, you will be motivated, encouraged, and equipped as never before to become the kind of Dad you want to be and that your kids both need and deserve.


——GARY J. OLIVER, PhD; Executive Director, The Center for Relationship Enrichment; Professor of Psychology and Practical Theology, John Brown University; Coauthor, Raising Sons and Loving It!


Exactly the book that today’s dads need: practical and easy-to-read, yet grounded on eternal principles and faith that take a man beyond the ‘see-it, fix-it’ approach to fathering. First-time readers will find themselves catching their breath on the fresh ideas; re-reading will be like taking a breath of oxygen in a long race or game. If our nation is going to outlove, outthink, and outlive the self-serving culture of the day, They Call Me Dad must be the map on the road less traveled. A must-read for all dads.


——BEN SlLLIMAN, PhD; Associate Professor and Youth Development Specialist, North Carolina State University




TO DADS OF DESTINY,


who are being transformed


by the grace of another Father


into true heroes of their children


and their children’s children and  . . .
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During one of the busiest times of my life, I was challenged to write this book as a testimony to the transforming impact another Father was having in the lives of fathers across the globe.


While completing the manuscript I have been inspired by my enthusiastic publisher at Howard. The entire family at Howard Publishing, Denny and Philis Boultinghouse, John and Chrys Howard, Susan Wilson, Greg Petree, and their outstanding team have been a delight to partner with. They are committed to serving their authors, readers, and suppliers with excellence. I am grateful they secured Liz Heaney to be my editor. Liz was exceptional in shaping the structure and flow of ideas presented in this book.


Behind the scenes many people have had considerable influence on my thinking, writing, and speaking over the years. Randall Nulton labored a dozen years alongside me before passing away six months ago. He prayed and believed that the spiritual work of fathering would have a prominent role in shaping the fathers of this generation. Well, Randall, I believe that too, and this book is my two cents worth.


Brock Griffin has been the consummate servant to me and to thousands of other dads. Brock has collected, refined, and recorded the best fathering ideas for more than fourteen years. I rarely write anything for public viewing without Brock’s input and support. So, Brock, we have another one in the can. Are you ready for more?


The National Center for Fathering creates a work environment vital to the entire fathering movement. The staff at NCF works out of a sense of calling. Peter Spokes and Ron Nichols left the corporate culture to pursue their passion, and they have produced much fruit. George Williams and Amos Johnson III are faithfully plugging away to erase the negative influence of fatherlessness from our urban communities. Bea Peters, Cathy Henton, Jeanette Ross, Steve Wilson, Alissa Lew, Lucy Bloom, and Kym Kiriakos all labor diligently, contributing their gifts and heartfelt services to benefit fathers. May each of you be rewarded in intangible ways for contributing to this important and significant work.


Recently Brian Bloomberg and Randy Phillips joined NCF to expand our efforts to engage fathers in a significant way, so stay tuned.


Since the founding of NCF, many others have served for a season and made important contributions. I am thankful for the service of Lowell Bliss, Marshall Hollingsworth, Bernard Franklin, David Warnick, Ken Howard, Ray Mabion, Rahn Franklin, Mike Randall, Karen Smith, Amy Wilson, Lyle Moss, Bill Beahm, Roy Quilice, and Bain Culton.


In addition, the board of directors of the National Center for Fathering serves out of a sense of duty and calling. Each board member has been successful in his field or business, yet they all know that being a dad and granddad is one of their most cherished roles. I am grateful for the service of Blake Ashdown, Joel Jennings, Rich Hosley, Lee Paris, Sam Mathis, Brian Wink, and Peter Spokes, as well as former board members Rick Thaemert, Dana Green, and Ron Rice. Thank you for giving sacrificially with your time and treasures.


My most important earthly treasures are locked up in relationships. As my mother has said, “I don’t know where Ken would be if he hadn’t met Dee.” You’re right, Mom. Dee has been a faithful friend, wife, and partner for thirty years. She has given birth and care to all of our five children. They are all signs to me that this world is in good hands. I look forward to another thirty years of serving with you Dee, Lord willing.


Rachel, Sarah, and Hannah, your character, service, and beauty are a joy to behold. May your heavenly Father provide everything you need in the coming years.


Micah and Joel, you are both stand-up gentlemen. I watch with excitement as the work of another Father unfolds in your lives.


Ted Mabie and Justin Heimer, it’s great to have you on the team. May your fathering be filled with the same joy I have experienced as a father.


Finally, to the dads we serve at NCF who continue to inspire and challenge us. May the heavenly Father use this meager text to encourage you as a dad just as He has encouraged me. May His glory continue to be expressed in our weakness, and may His will be done in our hearts as He has modeled for us.
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See, I have set before you today life and good, death and evil . . . . Therefore choose life, that you and your offspring may live.


DEUTERONOMY 30:15–19


Dad, we are standing at a crossroads. Each of us faces a choice about our fathering that will either make or break the next generation.


Consider the following:


• Children growing up in a home without a dad are much more likely to: get in trouble with the authorities, drop out of school, make poor grades, commit delinquent acts, engage in drug and alcohol use, receive welfare, marry early, and go through a divorce as an adult.1


• Almost 60 percent of all children under the age of eighteen will spend at least part of their childhood living apart from their fathers.2


• In one study 53 percent of Americans agreed with the statement “Fathers don’t know what is going on in their children’s lives,” and 54 percent agreed that “most people [adults and children] have unresolved problems with their fathers.”3


• Marie Bracki, associate professor of psychology at National-Louis University in Chicago, observes, “The gang is fulfilling the father role in the lives of youth! There is no use in trying to intervene in gangs if that intervention doesn’t include a father figure.”4


However:


• Infants who have time alone with Dad show richer social and exploratory behavior than do children not exposed to such experiences. They smile more frequently in general, and they more frequently present toys to their dad.5


• Children who feel a closeness to their father are twice more likely to enter college or find stable employment after high school, 75 percent less likely to have a teen birth, 80 percent less likely to spend time in jail, and half as likely to experience depression.6


• A four-decade study found that when dads encouraged their daughters to excel and achieve and were emotionally close to their sons, the daughters were more successful in school and in their careers, and the sons achieved greater status later in life.7


The data is sobering. The absence of a father leaves a child at risk, with hopelessness and disaster waiting in the wings. But the presence of a dad, particularly one who is warm and loving, can breathe hope and life into a child. What’s more difficult to track is the impact of a dad who lives at home with his family but has not made fathering a priority in his life. While the situation may look better on the outside, over time these dads can cause the same pain as defacto dads.


No question about it: Every child needs a dad they can count on!


I believe that Moses’s words to the nation of Israel as they prepared to enter the Promised Land can be applied to our nation today. “Dads, your attention to fathering will either yield life and good to your child, or death and evil. Therefore choose life so that you, your children, and your children’s children may live!”


MAKE A COMMITMENT TO FATHERING


Dad, if you do not become attentive and involved in the lives of your children, you are putting them at risk. It is your God-given responsibility—and your privilege—to be the best father you can be to your children.


Perhaps you’re wondering if this is even possible because you grew up without a dad or with one who was uninvolved or even abusive. Maybe someone told you that you live under a generational curse, one that you will inevitably pass on to your own children. If so, don’t believe it. More important is your commitment to fathering today, tomorrow, and the rest of your life.


For at least the past three generations, the fathers in my family have not made spiritual growth a priority of the family. My greatgrandfather, grandfather, and father were awesome, law-abiding, bring-home-the-bacon men, but when it came to the spiritual and emotional areas of their lives, they were quiet. When the heavenly Father transformed my heart, I soon discovered many other “spiritual fathers” who brought me guidance in a way my forefathers did not. I quickly learned that God was using these pastors and leaders as His fathering gifts to me in human form. All of them had families of their own, but it did not hinder them from sharing their lives with others. They provided the spiritual care that I needed.


God will bring men into your life who will do the same for you. All you need to do is ask Him. I am convinced that our heavenly Father will give His wisdom to any dad who hungers for His grace and mercy. Such a father will have a positive and lifelong impact for good in the lives of his children—no matter his own heritage.


This was true for me and also for pastor and writer Frederick Buechner. When Buechner was only ten years old, his father committed suicide. Over the course of his life, he learned that his heavenly Father brought healing to his life in ways he had only dreamed of, particularly in regard to his fatherless past. In his memoirs, Telling Secrets, Buechner wrote this about his father’s death: “Who knows how I might have turned out if my father had lived, but through the loss of him all those long years ago, I think that I learned something about how even tragedy can be a means of grace that I might never have come to me any other way.”7 No clear-thinking person invites tragedy to his door, yet Buechner’s story demonstrates the curse reversed—grace and blessing for forthcoming generations through a heavenly Father whose heart is turned toward His child.


When we invest in the hearts of our children and seek God’s best for their lives, we are sending a powerful blessing into our world as well as to future generations. Our influence can be exponential. Here’s an example of what I mean.


I have 5 children. If each of my kids has 3 children, and each of those grandchildren has 3 children, my fathering choices will likely influence at least 65 people. Add two more generations, and the number grows to 605 people—and that doesn’t count the people outside my immediate family that my descendants will impact.


What kind of influence can we fathers have if we band together and make healthy fathering a passion in the land? Let’s assume that at least ten thousand dads read this book. Even if we reduce the number of kids per family to an average of 2.5, we dads still have the potential to influence 62,500 grandchildren and 156,250 great-grandchildren. That’s a decent-sized city! Carried out to the fifth generation, we can positively impact more than 1,000,000 descendants. We serve a God who is greater than you can imagine, and He has equipped you to be the father your kids need—starting today.


As fathers we need to promote an ethic, a movement, and a lifestyle that engages our faith and our fathering. This movement calls us to make being a father one of the highest acts of spiritual service, because unless we have renewal, our nation’s legacy will be brokenness and suffering instead of blessing. However, if we take action, we can bring life and renewal to our households and restore the land. Our children and their children will thrive, and future generations will celebrate our faithfulness. Our legacy will be rich and filled with hope.


This book is an invitation to leave such a legacy. It’s the result of fifteen years of research about integrating faith and fatherhood, and it seeks to show you how you can become a modern-day hero in the lives of your children by implementing nine key practices.


In 1990, after informally studying fatherhood for a number of years, I founded the National Center for Fathering as an outreach to equip today’s fathers with the tools they need to become dads of destiny. Our goal is to make fathering a personal and national priority with the vision that no child would go unfathered. I’m convinced that many of today’s dads are searching for answers about how to effectively father their families. It’s time for a spiritual infusion of the Father’s grace to engage dads and prompt their labor with fresh vision, passion, and discipline in their households and churches. Ultimately, these dads will have a life-giving impact on future generations.


As fellow pilgrims on the adventure of fatherhood, let’s do everything humanly possible to succeed in our role as dads. At the end of our lives, the peace and satisfaction that come from being a committed father will have no rival. At that time we will feel the touch of another Father, and we’ll hear Him say, “Well done, my good and faithful servant. I called many people to different tasks, but I called you to be a dad of destiny. You fulfilled your calling with excellence. Good work! Come join Me in glory.”


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


After reviewing this book, my colleague Dr. Walter Schumm wrote, “They Call Me Dad is a firehose experience of information that is best consumed one chapter at a time.” I agree. In addition, it has been my experience that processing fathering information is done best in a small group. According to the research done by the National Center for Fathering, dads who are involved in a regular small group have fewer sexual struggles, report fewer problems with dishonesty, and are more connected on a spiritual level with their families. This confirms the many testimonies I have heard over and over from fathers. Meeting with other men for mutual support and encouragement is one of the best investments you can make to strengthen yourself as a dad.


Fathering requires action. It’s more than knowing the right information; it’s applying that information. It helps when you have someone putting pressure on you each week by saying, “So, what did you do about what we discussed last week?”


At the end of each chapter I have included three tools that can be used by individuals but are most effective when used in the context of a small group: a profile titled “Meeting the Challenge,” which has been developed from surveys taken by thousands of fathers over the past ten years, asking them specific questions about their fathering behavior; a set of questions for discussion within your small group or for personal reflection; and a collection of action points that I have collected from other fathers who are also seeking to become dads of destiny.


I encourage you to join a small group soon—or start one of your own. Men who are seeking to become dads of destiny need each other. Dads need other dads who are willing to listen, exchange ideas, provide support, and give accountability to one another. If this happens, a movement will be born.
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My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.


2 CORINTHIANS 12:9


For several summers, I had the opportunity to lead groups of dads and their teenagers on a wilderness expedition sponsored by an outdoor adventure organization. It was a five-day getaway from civilization—no cell phones allowed—so dads and kids could renew their relationships while facing challenges together. Not only did they have a great experience together, most came away with a new perspective on their relationship and what’s most important in life.


Each day’s schedule included a fun and challenging activity, such as hiking, rappelling, or swimming, and a one-to-one dad-child dialogue designed to help dads practice the fine arts of listening and encouraging their kids. On day four, the dialogue focused on the child’s goals and dreams. The dads helped their adolescent children set goals for the coming year and then made a commitment to help them reach their goals. Then each dad read a letter of blessing that he wrote to his child the previous day. In addition the dads gave their children similar letters from their moms, a friend, sibling, teacher, youth pastor, or other significant persons. That same evening the dads gathered for a special campfire to prepare for the next day’s hike to a mountain summit where they would pronounce a specific blessing over their daughters.


One summer on a trip involving dads and daughters, I was struck once again by the profound effect of a father opening up his heart to his child. On the fourth night, as the dads were heading toward the sleeping bags, they were eager but also apprehensive. Clearly, this adventure was stretching them in ways they hadn’t been stretched before.


Not one of these men had ever received a blessing from his own father. Most of them came from homes where the father had been present but not connected in a spiritual or emotional way. Nevertheless, each agreed that although verbally blessing his daughter in front of the entire group would be a challenge, it was the right thing to do. Clearly, many of those dads needed to speak the blessing as much as their daughters needed to hear it. Some of them would take a huge step by breaking the curse of silence in their families; others would take a good relationship with their daughter to a much deeper level.


It rained during the night, and morning brought a chilly wind—not uncommon in the Sierras, even in August. It would take about four hours of steep climbing to reach the summit. En route many of the girls complained: “I’m tired.” “Let’s go back.” “How much farther?” As the hours passed, the tension increased. A few of the dads even suggested that we turn back.


But when we finally reached the top, something extraordinary occurred. The blustery wind suddenly died down, the clouds parted, and rays of sunshine burst through, almost like a spotlight. It was as if we were on holy ground. For the next hour, the air stayed calm and warm.


Then one by one each father introduced his daughter, shared something special about her, and pronounced a blessing on her in front of the rest of us. Next, all the fathers gathered around the dad and daughter and prayed that God would bring the blessing to pass. As each father shared—talking about his pride in his daughter, her unique gifts, and his love for her—he broke down and wept at some point, no exceptions. The daughters, who had been weary and grumbling, all became attentive and bright-eyed. After hearing her father speak blessings to her, each one was relaxed, talking, and laughing. I still hear from dads and daughters who talk about that day and the difference it made.


That experience—which happened on August 6, the same day the Eastern Church celebrates the Festival of Transfiguration—reminds me of one of the two times in Scripture when God spoke a blessing over His Son. Jesus, in preparation for His final days, had gathered three of His disciples to join Him for prayer on top of a mountain. There He was transfigured and joined by two heavenly visitors, Moses and Elijah. Then a cloud, signifying God’s presence, covered the mountain, and God declared, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!” (Matthew 17:5 NIV). Through this blessing, God affirmed His love for His Son and that He had chosen His Son to carry out His purpose.
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C. S. LEWIS





That day on the mountain, those fathers did something similar for their daughters. Though their own fathers hadn’t modeled this for them, these dads were willing to be vulnerable and bless their daughters. The transfigured impact was glowing young women with sparkling eyes.


Above all, each of these fathers made a commitment to forge a better relationship with his daughter and to become what I call a “dad of destiny.” Dads of destiny are committed to being engaged fathers who bring life and renewal to their households so that their children—and future generations of children—thrive.


Dads of destiny father intentionally. They recognize being a dad is a gift from God that requires focus and faith. Dads of destiny are deliberate in setting goals and have plans to help their children succeed, but they also know it’s not just about their desires. Rather, it’s about being a servant to their children, ultimately submitting their hearts, minds, and wills to another Father. And by faith, over time, this heavenly Father will guide His earthly representatives to become dads of destiny in their homes, their communities, their country, and the world.


If we want to become dads of destiny, it will require three qualities or attitudes I observed in those dads on the mountain: vulnerability, passion, and an Abba connection.


COURAGEOUS VULNERABILITY


None of us are perfect. I fail in many ways as a dad, and I’ve tried to be honest and open about that with my family. But since few of us saw that openness in our dads—and being vulnerable and broken runs counter to our own egos and the image of success we try to uphold—the effort to be open and honest can be a challenge. But as fathers committed to connecting and building relationships with our children, we need to take this step if we want to unleash God’s power in our families.


Through the apostle Paul, God tells us not to be concerned about weakness because, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Paul was so convinced of this that he proclaimed, “I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest on me . . . . For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Corinthians 12:9–10).


Strong, effective fathers admit when they are wrong. They are not afraid to say to their families, “I was wrong.” “I’m sorry.” “Will you forgive me?”


Ironically, confessing our inadequacies makes us more able to pass on an authentic legacy of faith to our children. Fortunate are the children whose dads recognize their own weaknesses and limitations and then lay them at the foot of the cross. You’ll gain much credibility with your kids if you can tell them something about your own struggles and even ask them to pray for you. By demonstrating vulnerability and teachability, you will show them it’s OK to make mistakes and that spiritual maturity is a lifelong pursuit. One of the most courageous things a dad can do is set aside his ego, admit his mistakes, and ask for forgiveness.


RELENTLESS PASSION FOR GOD


If you are going to become a dad of destiny, if you are going to be a hero to your kids, you will need to cultivate an inner drive, a God-given passion, to live a holy life before your children, and to prepare them for the challenges of life.


Many dads wilt in the face of the huge challenges. We freeze up or run away, when instead, we should act courageously through trust in the living God. Or, perhaps worse, we let our jobs or other pursuits distract us from what is most important. We may get lulled into complacency and overlook the challenges and changes that are coming in our children’s lives—even though we say we want to make our kids a priority. But a dad of destiny wants to be certain that his child has a solid reference point for how a godly man lives, for oh so soon his daughter will be wooed by young men and his sons will be relating to young women and facing a variety of temptations.


First Samuel 17, which tells the story of David and Goliath, puts our challenge into perspective. David was the only one in all of Israel who was willing to fight the giant. Why? Because he was a man of great passion for the Lord. When he got to the camp, he immediately saw that something wasn’t right. “Who is this  . . .,” he asked, “that he should defy the armies of the living God?” (v. 26). Then, when facing Goliath, he risked everything on God. He said, “Today the whole world will know that there is a God in Israel  . . . for the battle is the LORD’S, and he will give all of you into our hands” (vv. 46–49 NIV).
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