







“Joe White knows more about teenagers than anyone in North America.”

—Dr. James Dobson, president of Focus on the Family

“Just like the man who wrote it, this book is a rare mixture of genuineness, gentleness, and drive. Like no one else out there, Joe White knows how to get to the real heart of parenting.”

—Gary Smalley, president of Today’s Family

“Joe White is a master at moving kids toward Christ.”

—John Trent, president of Encouraging Words

“I’ve watched Joe speak to young people about Christ, I’ve seen how he drops everything just to get into the heart of a kid. Joe puts 150 percent into loving young adults—finding out who they are and where they’re at in this crazy world of ours. 1 don’t know anyone who has spent more time with kids than Joe. He knows what’s going on in their lives. And 1 feel blessed to call him one of my best friends.”

—Michael W. Smith, singer and songwriter

“This book is a tear-jerker, a heart-throbber, and a real motivator to me to love my kids. It has also helped equip me to do the job. The champs in my home will be the real winners from the many new tips I’ve picked up in this book. Thanks, Joe!”

—Josh McDowell, author of Why Wait? and More Than a Carpenter

“No parental responsibility is more important than passing on the torch of faith to our children, and Joe White is just the person to equip us for that task.”

—John Nieder, president of The Art of Family Living

“Joe White is one of God’s real men. He has a raging love affair with God and with kids from all over the world—and he wants to give each of them an opportunity to be their very best. I wish I could put this book in every home in America.”

—Tim Hansel, author of What Kids Need Most in a Dad and You Gotta Keep Dancin’

“After a lifetime of experience with young people I have concluded that unconditional love provides their greatest source of inner security and feelings of satisfaction with life. This book will help a lot of parents realize how important it is to Jail in love’ with their youngsters all over again—and to keep at it.”

—Art Linkletter, author of Kids Say the Darndest Things
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Please join us by the fire in the family room of our Ozark Mountain home to share hot chocolate with melting marshmallows floating on top … and to break the bread of friendship together.
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To Trevor

Like a giant oak, memories of you will outlive us all.

As I commence writing a book that I frequently have prayed will affect every aspect of parenting for every mother and father who reads it, a familiar lump nags within my neck, making difficult a simple swallow.

The lump in my throat is a tumor I’ve grown to appreciate. Surgically, it is impossible to get to … for it’s a lump of grief, accompanied often by watery eyes and an empty heart. I’m lonesome for a man who was my second daddy, who was killed in a plane crash several years ago.

To Dr. Trevor E. Mabery, my encourager, my “other” father, my example, and my friend … this book is dedicated.

As he successfully loved two boys and a girl of his own into their young adult lives, Trevor’s model as a daddy was unsurpassed. His unconditional love was poured out on his most fortunate family.

He was also a model of success in his profession. So skilled was he that even the famous Dr. Mayo let him perform his most difficult operations when Trevor was still a young surgeon in the formative years of his career. Small children born with severely deformed faces left Dr. Mabery’s operating room with beautiful new eyes, mouths, and noses … thanks to this man and his skillful team.

Internationally known and in great demand, Trevor never missed a football game when a son was on the field. For years, he and his son rolled newspapers together at 5:30 A.M. for the boy’s paper route. During hunting season, he and his sons were together in the duck blind or deer stand, weekend after weekend.

His smile never dimmed. He lived always for his God and his family—until the fateful moment when the twin-engine plane he was aboard couldn’t climb out of a beautiful Rocky Mountain valley, and crashed into Dead Indian Peak some fifteen thousand feet above sea level.

His reputation as a dad lives on … still influencing my life … and permeating the pages of this book.
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FOREWORD
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Today, more than ever before, there is a movement of men and women seeking to love their children. Fathers are spending more quality and quantity time with their children. Mothers are realizing that their children are more important than their goals for career and achievement. But this movement is threatened by a roadblock that could bring its momentum to a complete stop. That roadblock is the lack of practical methods and skills on how to love our children.

As a father of thirty-one years, I have tremendous empathy for all the fathers and mothers who want to love their children but don’t know how. What Kids Wish Parents Knew about Parenting provides a wonderful blueprint for how to love your children. Joe White brings more than thirty years of hands-on experience with hundreds of thousands of kids. Not only do Joe and his wife, Debbie-Jo, have four of their own children, Joe leads the nation’s largest Christian sports camp, Kanakuk Kamps. Every summer more than fifteen thousand kids, ages eight to eighteen, spend time in a Christ-centered program that changes lives. I know how effective Kanakuk Kamp is because all three of my children were campers and counselors over a ten-year period. I have seen firsthand how Joe White’s programs communicate personal love and growth to thousands of kids and especially to my own.

Because Joe has spent thousands of hours listening to kids share their needs, he knows what kids wish their parents knew about parenting. Many children want their parents’ time, many want their laughter, many need their ears, and many want their hearts. Joe White also shares his own failures and his struggles to find the balance between a busy lifestyle and making his own family his first priority.

If you’ll take the time to read this book and apply its principles, you will see a transformation in your children. I challenge you to invest the courage and energy to love your children, Joe White will show you how!

—GARY SMALLEY
PRESIDENT, TODAY’S FAMILY
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All theories aside … meet America’s youth and the homes that make them the kind of young people they are.
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PART I
The Lights Are On, But …


The chains of habit are too weak to be felt until they’re (almost) too strong to be broken.

[image: Image]

orphan \or-fan\ n, LA child whose parents have left him physically. 2. A child whose parents have left him emotionally. 3. Can be evidenced by a half-smoked joint in a jeans pocket or a sexy love note left inadvertently in a drawer or a citation from the local police.
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Slipping Away


Were so busy giving our kids what we didn’t have that we don’t take time to give them what we did have.

I hate to sound selfish, like everything’s mine, but please don’t get mad when 1 ask for your time.

I’ll never forget the day I hit bottom in my career as a daddy. I first started realizing my failure the day my oldest son’s babysitter taught him how to ride his bike. It’s such a monumental achievement for a boy—in fact, five decades haven’t erased the memory of reaching that milestone in my own life. But Brady had to experience it without me.

Busy (as usual) with work, I met Brady for a quick lunch that day, and he beamed with excitement as he shared the news.

I had all the right things to say: “Wow, Brady! That’s great! I’m so proud of you.” Then I added, “Brady, can I come watch you ride your bike later this afternoon?”

The response from my sweet, gentle-spirited six-year-old fell on me like an avalanche. “No, Dad, that’s okay. You’re busy in the summer.”

I’m fighting the tears again as I remember the deep remorse I felt. He had opened my heart more skillfully than a surgeon.

I was losing my son.

He knew it, and I knew it.

In my job as president of a large summer camp complex, I was so busy rescuing other people’s kids that my own were drowning. And the problem—as I knew Brady couldn’t help but discover as time went on—was that I’m busy not only in the summer but also in the fall, winter, and spring.

Brady … he was so little then, but he had the super imagination and the super-sensitivity that made his daddy work harder on smoothing his many rough edges and his hard-driving disposition. With a quick look into the future, I could see Brady as a teenager in someone else’s counseling office trying to sort out his bitterness toward a father too busy to show he cared.

Not long afterward, my youngest daughter was attending one of our short-term camps. We agreed to abide by the rule requesting parents not to visit their children for the entire week. (That’s tough!)

On the fifth night, Courtney got a touch of homesickness. She began to cry, and her counselor came to her bed to give her some hugs and tenderness.

“Corky, don’t cry anymore. You’ll be home in two days, and you’ll get to see your daddy and everything.”

“I never get to see my daddy!” was her bold protest.

When the week was over, the camp director came to my house. “Sit down,” he said abruptly. I sat down, wondering what this was all about.

He told me about the conversation between the counselor and Courtney—little Corky, with long, blond hair and dimples that can’t help but melt her daddy’s heart. Even when the lower lip was out in an occasional protest, a few tickles and funny faces could bring the dimples back to their rightful place.

“What are you going to do about it?” he asked.

I squirmed. He looked deep into my eyes.

The phone rang. As I went to answer it, the intercom buzzed. Then someone came to the door with an emergency. After responding to all three, I sat back down. He was still looking intently at me.

“I asked you, ‘What are you going to do about it?’”

“I don’t know … it’s hard … there are so many demands.”

“Joe, who are the most important people in your life?”

“My family.”

“You’re not showing it!”

He sat there and didn’t give an inch. Finally, I agreed to some commitments.

This book is an expression of my gratitude for my months of open-heart surgery that summer. To this day, I’m carrying out the commitments I made back then. It’s still hard. The demands are still there. In fact, they’re getting worse. But my priorities changed. I aborted almost everything from my life that stood between my children and me. The use-of-time knife stripped away most of the fat that surrounded the lean meat of necessity.

My wife and I continued the struggle to accomplish more during the necessary hours of daily labor, and in the remaining hours to prioritize time with our children above anything else during these years while they were still at home. We were wonderfully amazed that there was even enough time for a few luxuries.

Brady became my best male friend. I worked early and late when he wasn’t available, so that when he came home, I could grab a bat and ball or a go-cart or a fishing rod or a made-up adventure, all for the honor of getting to be by his side for a few golden ticks of the clock. His brother Cooper and his sisters Jamie and Courtney … all of them became World’s Best Companions to me.

The four young children who captured my heart are now young adults. The lessons I learned and put into practice then continue to reap a joyous harvest.

Allow me, in love, to ask you the same question the camp director asked me those many years ago: Who are the most important people in your life?

If it’s your family … are you showing it?

If not … what are you going to do about it?

Just as during the early days of work on Mount Rushmore, when the explosives engineer was told to blast away all the granite that didn’t look like the face of a president, so I urge you to strip away—with dynamite, if necessary—everything in your life that doesn’t look like family gold.
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champion \champ-e-un\ n. LA person who is willing to put other’s needs before his own. 2. Every child who has parents willing to unleash his or her potential.
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The Champs


All children are champs—with potential they’re packed; discovery alone is the element lacked.

Son, you’re the greatest!

—HERMAN “SLEEPY” MORGAN

On that Father’s Day morning, something told me I was being set up.

All four of my children bubbled with excitement as they led me to their playroom. I felt special to have all that attention from the ones I love the most.

Their eyes sparkled mischievously as they showed me a big white box on the playroom floor, wrapped in fourth-grader uniqueness with hand-drawn decorations on all six sides. It was so big!

“Hurry, Dad, open it up!” four little voices screamed in unison, as if from fear the box would pull a self-destruction act before I got to the contents.

As I bent down to pull off the customized wrapping paper, the box began to move, and I heard a whimpering, whining sound from inside.

Instantly I knew: I’d been framed!

“There’s a puppy inside that thing!” I exclaimed. Soon the lid was attacked by eight tiny hands, and up popped an exuberant ball of black fur.

“Daddy, Daddy, can we keep it?”

“Happy Father’s Day, Daddy!”

“Don’t you just love him?”

“Let’s name him Champ!”

The sounds of excitement filled the house.

I’d been set up to the max. Even their mother was in on the deal. How does a daddy turn down a Father’s Day gift—hand wrapped in crayon-colored paper, no less?

“Okay, gang,” I accepted cautiously, “but only if you take care of him.”

“Sure, Daddy, we’ll be happy to!”

Champ was sired by my big black four-year-old retriever, Pro. Pro, who was from the bloodline of Old Yeller, Hollywood’s most famous Labrador retriever, now had a major problem: He had to share everything with that yipping, biting, pestering Champ, who was nothing but an annoyance—to both of us.

Champ may have been my new Lab … but in my heart, I didn’t really claim him.

Our nation’s homes are full of little “Champs.” Some are boys, some girls. Some are toddlers, and some are teens. They legally belong to a mom and/or a dad, but they’ve never felt totally claimed.

In various ways they send up their signals from every city, crying out for unconditional love and acceptance from their too-busy parents.

Almost every day I get letters from teenagers across America who feel like little Champ. One recent letter—from Amy, age seventeen—epitomizes their cry:

I’ve always wanted so badly to please my father and my mother. I hated to be yelled at. Every time I was caught doing something wrong, I felt worthless at home and at school. It was very embarrassing for me to get into trouble. My mom, who I’ve always been close to, kicked me out of the house and started packing my things just to get back at my dad. I kept thinking to myself, “Is she serious? Where should I go? I have nowhere to go.” The scars run pretty deep.

After Pro and I had tolerated Champ for a couple of summer months, an interesting event forever altered Champ’s stature in my heart. The two dogs were bounding through our summer camp, with Champ playing his usual game of jump-up-and-bite-Pro’s-neck, lips, and-ears. As always, Pro used every ounce of self-control in his pedigree to keep from making supper out of his menacing offspring.

The two black beauties apparently stopped at our huge outdoor swimming pool—which was closed for the day—to get a drink, and Pro fell in. Labradors are born swimmers, but the distance between the water’s surface and the deck around it was about four inches higher than a dog can reach. After what must have been fifteen to thirty minutes, a teenage boy walking by the pool saw what happened next: As Pro began to go under, little sixteen-pound Champ leaned down, bit Pro in the lip, and with some internal shot of adrenaline pulled his sixty-five-pound daddy out of the water.

Champ found a new place in our home that night. Same pup, same yip, same disposition, but he had a new status. Now he was a hero, and we treated him as he had deserved to be treated all along. He was stroked, praised, caressed, and honored.

Champ now owned a special place in my heart—a place valued all the more when, two months later, Pro was struck and killed while crossing a highway. Now I regard that whimpering, oversized box as the best Father’s Day present in all the wonderful years since I first received my most cherished title, “Daddy.”

Do you have a Champ in your home?

After working, counseling, living, and talking with hundreds of thousands of teenagers during the past twenty-five years, I’ve found that there’s a Champ in every one—if that child’s parents will only take the time to discover the vein of gold in their child’s heart.

All successful homes have this in common: the discovery of champions.

It can be done in all kinds of homes—two-parent homes, single-parent homes, or homes where grandparents assume the role of Mom and Dad. My grandmother found a champion in my mom while raising her all alone. What a job she did.

My wife is truly a champion, though her father (a Navy test pilot) was killed when she was four years old. She, too, had a mom who courageously and patiently raised her and her two brothers until a stepdad came into the picture.

My daddy was fortunate to have both parents there at home to do the job and even more fortunate that both of them recognized his great potential and allowed it to bloom.

The discovery of champions can happen in your family too.

When Champ was two years old a sudden, tragic death took him seemingly long before his time was due. My only consolation was that before it was too late, we learned to treat him like the champion he was.

Our kids’ lives, too, are so fragile, and the short time we’re allowed to be with them races by … there never seems to be enough.

Whatever age your children are … today is a great day to bring out the best in each of their lives.
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Two Mothers Who Wouldn’t Give Up


Chris’s Mom

I said it would never happen to my son.

Until his seventh-grade year, Chris was polite, loving, and content. When I saw the plastic bag of dried-up leaves in his pocket, I didn’t even know what it was.

The marijuana habit led to LSD, cocaine, and hash. He lied about it habitually, and I so wanted to believe him—love hopes all things. He made up wild and crazy stories that I wanted to be true. But I couldn’t deny the hard facts that followed his footsteps.

His grades went down. He became a skilled player of video games to win drug money, but it wasn’t enough. He stole from our home and burglarized others.

He sold drugs to his friends. While in the ninth grade, he was suspended from school for dealing drugs in the library. I was humiliated. I was scared. I wanted him to know I still loved him.

I’m told a common first mistake made by parents who learn their child is using drugs is to look the other way and pretend it isn’t happening. A second is to look for a quick, easy remedy. A third, when you’ve tried everything humanly possible and all has failed, is to give up.

We went through stages of all three. But every night we got on our knees in prayer. We’d made mistakes as Chris’s parents—no doubt about it. But through it all, we loved him while hating his sin.

Chris never ran away … but I did. The pressure got to me. I checked into a hotel for two nights to struggle with God.

While there, I began to see that drugs weren’t the enemy. They were just weapons. It was a spiritual battle we were in. The enemy was after my son, my family, my marriage.

I faced all the what ifs. I was sure Chris would either commit suicide, die of an overdose, or be killed in a car accident. It was happening in front of my eyes, and I was powerless. I had tried everything but couldn’t rescue him from his problems.

I decided I would trust God, no matter what. That was the first and best step. I found His peace in that hotel room.

When I went home things were the same, but I was different.

Chris had become a pro at deceit, a con artist. He hated himself, but on his own he couldn’t change. I knew something drastic had to be done. A month at a Christian summer camp helped, but it wasn’t enough time. A year at a special home for troubled youth also helped, but even there he smuggled in drugs and had the wrong friends.

Then two men who were constructing a Christian camp took Chris in and gave him five months of solitary confinement, hard labor, and love. He would work all day, listen to Christian music and go through Bible studies in the evening, and drop exhausted into bed at 8:00 P.M. The work kept his mind off drugs and built his self-esteem, something he drastically needed. Phoning him from home, we continued to pour on the encouragement while making it clear we couldn’t allow his former behavior.

Then he came home. He was now seventeen years old. In another year he would be out on his own. We wanted to believe he was well. But he returned to his old friends, too weak to fight their influence.

Then I heard about Tom Johnson, a wonderful cowboy with a youth ranch in Arkansas. We sent Chris there, and on the way he gave up fighting. Miraculously, all the Christ-centered experience he’d been given, plus our continuing love and unceasing prayers, finally took root in his heart. He asked Jesus Christ to take over his life.

At the ranch he saw an inspirational Christian model in Tom. On the first morning there, at daybreak, Chris helped Tom deliver a calf. As the sun came up, Chris felt as if God were showing him a new life. He didn’t tell anyone at the time, because he felt he had talked too much. Now he wanted to show.

He hasn’t done a drug since that sunrise.

The next time we saw him, he gave his dad a great big hug.

Chris will soon graduate from college.

He shares Christ with druggies and punk rockers. With his skateboard and drums, he gets into places a preacher could never go.

Hell always be on the cutting edge.

Sharon’s Mom

We were some of the “beautiful people” in our community—Robert worked night and day while I played tennis at the country club—and our teenage daughter, Sharon, was an ornament. I had to take time away from my tennis to drive her to school. (Kids deserve better.)

I subtly gave Sharon pressure to stay on top. She just did what I asked her to. When I woke up she was a sizzling sixteen-year-old brunette with big blue eyes and a body filled with alcohol and drugs.
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