Great Commission Northwest                                         VI.

(Every man has his own particular interests.  And sometimes when you give even more time to your area, things just kind of multiply.  I don’t think I have many unique insights into being a dad.  But I do think about it a lot, and it tends to be a big part of my ministry at this stage of my life.  Lots of phone calls, lots of conversations.  And anytime you are chewing on something a lot, any one of us can probably generate a few things that “stick.” ) 








Fall, 2001


Dear Dads,

Greetings!  Good morning.  I want to write a little to each of you dads.  I know that everyone of us have a lot on our plates and you may not have much time right now to read this letter.  That’s fine.  That’s the nature of a letter.  It is sent not knowing just what the reader is up to.  But here goes . . . 


What I want to write about today covers about a half dozen varied areas on the topic of being a dad.  If you are a dad I think you will find something here that will encourage.  Anyway, here is a little “grist” for the mill. . .


“We are given children to test us and make us more spiritual.”






- George F. Will


I just let my fourth child head off to college.  She has gone to “run her race.” 

But she was a handful her senior year.  Grace and I would butt heads often.  Many difficult “show-downs”, where we would really get into it.  And I would wonder,  “Am I being too hard?”  After all, it was her senior year in high school.  

On one hand, I recognized that she was eighteen years old and ready to leave; but on the other hand I recognized that she was eighteen years old, still under my roof, and this was my last, best chance.  Our last year together.  

I want to add this.  She was a tremendous blessing.  She is an incredibly hard worker, and in many ways.  We may not have had a church in Parker, except for her help.  She ran the Sunday School for several months, when we were just getting going. She helped me with all kinds of computer graphics, flyers, etc.  She is very social, pulled people together, got teens working.  And working hard.  She had to have set up at least 10,000 chairs over the last two years.  Then she sang on Sundays, etc.  

She was a very strong leader in our church’s youth group.  Maybe the strongest leader I have ever raised, at that stage in her life.  

Her peers voted her their Homecoming Queen and the faculty voted her the Outstanding Graduating Senior of her class last spring.  President of the National Honor Society, etc.  

But Grace and I still fought – a lot.  It could get a little ugly at times.

But I would never yield.  I said that I was sorry at times, when I would get angry,  but I would never let her win - or get her way - if she was wrong.  Or if I just didn’t think she should do something.  

“I distrust any man, (or woman) who claims to have had a continuous friendship with his father.  How did they get from 14 to 26?”   Reading this, I have to smile.  

Anyway, she went off to college a few months ago.  And I worried. I wondered if I had been too hard on her.  Even dads who may seem kind of strong still can doubt themselves.  I hadn’t heard from her for awhile.  She didn’t come home for quite awhile. 

Lately that public service tv ad that goes, “It’s not pestering, it’s parenting,” has given me some encouragement.  I kept reminding myself, that I was just doing my best.  But two long months went by this fall.   

And then she wrote the following in an e-mail last week.

Dear Dad and Mom,

“. . . anyway, this is why I am writing. Mom and Dad, I want to ask for your forgiveness for my attitude at times during high school.  Sometimes I wasn't very submissive or respectful and that was wrong of me. I think because I am so strong- headed, that at times it is hard for me to take correction.   I feel like the Lord has really laid it on my heart to just change that and to really seek after Him. 

It wasn't a good example to Mike, Jessica and Rebecca, because I was choosing to follow my flesh instead of God. That was sin and that was wrong.  

As you both know, in the Bible it says honoring your parents is the first commandment with a blessing and I want to seek to just love and honor you two so much more.  I think we have a WONDERFUL relationship, but I want us to have an EXCELLENT relationship.  

Also, at times you were hard on me but it was for my own good, so thank you for that.   I adore you two so much Mom and Dad. I respect you both and strive to be more like you two.  I know that I make you proud and I know that you love me.  I know that you two forgive me of being silly, but I just wanted to be cleansed and pure of that sin of not always honoring my parents-- in front of God and you two. 

I am sorry Mom and Dad and I love you two, I respect you two and I ADORE you two with all of my heart.  All of my heart. Also, I feel a little emotional right now, but I just wanted to share that with you. Bye!” 
Have a great day! Love, Grace


When I read this note, I could picture her great, big, dark eyes - all puddling up.  

I wrote her back,  “Thank you for your sweet words, princess.  We love you.  We are proud of you.  And we forgive you.  We are confident that you will do well, babe. 

Love, Dad”

I want to share this rather personal story for a couple of reasons.  

We have to “Stay the course!”  With each and every one of our kids.  We can’t yield just because we are tired or frustrated or wish that the child was more spiritual.  Spirituality will come in time.  This is so important to realize.  

When they are little and young, we are looking for simple obedience.  They are both a ton of fun and they can vex.  But the frustrations are kinda small in hindsight.  

I read recently in a western magazine a joke by a cowboy preacher where he shared that, “The main purpose of holding children’s parties is to remind yourself that there are children more awful than your own.”

The Kodak, spiritual, moments can seem to come every week when they are young.  But let’s not be naïve.  There isn’t much weight or deliberation behind those child-like moments when they say something cute about God, or life, or about us.  As parents we need to be primarily concerned with laying down a foundation of obedience.  

When they get to be older, ten, eleven, twelve years old, we are still working on an obedient heart.  And when they are teens, we still must be speaking to and insisting upon an obedient spirit.  Even when there is resistance.  At times we must force the Christ-like behavior.  

And when they run the way of God’s Word and follow Him, whether they feel like it or not, over and over, month after month - eventually God breaks through and “enlarges their heart.”  We have got to believe this, men!  It may come a couple of years later, it may seem to be delayed - but it always comes.


The worse thing we can do is to let them get away with an attitude.  “Don’t give me that attitude, girl.” This might be a good refrain for us all.  We can’t be dissuaded from insisting upon good behavior, simply because we don’t always see the best of hearts.  

“Fatherhood has been known to transform even the toughest and most resilient into a quivering mass.”


- Marcus Jacob Goldman

Pat Sokoll has mentioned that girls can often seem a little more spiritual than boys, but their spirituality may not be that real.  Girls just like to talk more and express themselves and this can be misread as spirituality.   

I agree with him.  Spirituality, in my experience, often comes later with our teens.  Every one of my college kids have moved on to college and had a realization, a time of decision, where they were “owning their faith,” even more.  And they have repented when they were alone before God and growing.  These times seem to come to each of our kids when they get a little bit older.   Kinda like when God came to us.  

And yet each of them can be a delight and have delighted us, while they walked through those high school years.  On balance they were winning, even though I knew there would probably be, “soul searching” times, up ahead.  

However with every one of my teens, I have insisted on a certain kind of behavior while they lived with us and spoke with the family.  And got it from everyone of them.      


I want them to not only talk the talk, whether they feel like it or not, but also walk the walk.  To put on Christ.  And display Christ-like behavior, and speech and a Christ-like countenance.  

It drives me up a wall when a parent is stymied by a teen who is displaying an attitude and doesn’t want to pray or read their Bible or go to teen group or church.  And that parent says to me, “I sure don’t want to make them do it, if they don’t want to.”  

A silly, silly response on the part of us parents.  We would never carry that line of thinking over into whether they should go to school, for instance.  


On a different note, here are three statements about dads that have some currency:

- Great Dads have huge expectations for their kids.  

  - Some Dads have no expectations for their kids.

    - Many Dads, sadly, just don’t want to be bothered.

Guys, we need to have and hold onto, our great expectations.  We can’t fall into 

that third category.  It is easy to slide down towards that last, lousy attitude – but it’s not the courageous way to behave for a Christian dad.  John Meyer and I were discussing these three statements as we drove across Nebraska the other day.  

No matter how difficult the tension might be between any son or any daughter and mom or dad – we need to stay firmly engaged.  It is for their future.  We can’t yield.  So much hangs in the balance.  Dads, I would strongly encourage you to hunker down and stay the course.  Keep believing.  


Another observation.  On a different area that involves our judgment as parents. 

Why are we giving our teens so much free time and free time to be with their friends? Even Christian friends?  Why?  It takes a lot of time just for kids to go to school and study and get their grades.  Probably the biggest mistake I believe many parents are passively allowing - is letting the teens walk out of the house, way too often, when they get a little older.


If we want our children to excel in school and get ready for the future, then they are going to have to do their homework.  Whether it comes easy to them or not.  And if we want them to do well in school, we are going to have to limit their school activities, and sometimes their church activities.  They can’t do everything.  


I have been asked many times, “How often do you let your kids leave the house and how many activities are they involved in?”  And my first reaction is to feel a little defensive, because I have not let them be “out and about” that much.   “But what about their friends?”  “And what about their Christian friends?”   “And what about church activities and youth group?”  Like I said, I can feel defensive at times.  


But if we want them to get ahead in life, we will insist upon building a strong work ethic into their high school years.  Life is primarily a lot of hard work, and we can encourage a real passion for work or we can just let them be lazy.  Zits, the comic strip is one of my favorites in our paper.  But the central figure there, the teen age boy, is probably the laziest, young guy I have ever laughed at.  We can’t afford to raise comic strip characters.

I want to again include that five-part, teen game plan that we are trying to hold to down in our Parker church.  Those five elements, I think, cover all the bases when it comes to teen ministry.  (entitled, “Teen Game Plan.”)

Do you remember several months ago I wrote that if a teen ministry relies on excessive amounts of fun to keep youth engaged, it would fail?  (in my opinion.)  

Well, I really believe that.  And I think that this kind of thinking can gradually become a part of our own thinking in our own home.  “We need to let them just have fun,” some say.  Well, I am a fun-loving kind of guy.  How did Steve Martin and Dan Akroyd put it in that skit they used to do, “We’re just a couple of wild and crazy guys.”  I am too.  And I don’t think I have to encourage my kids to let loose and have fun.  That comes pretty natural to this bunch.  Each of them has their own wild and crazy side.  


But I have to resist the notion that my chief purpose in life is to make sure that my kids are first happy.  My chief purpose as it relates to the kids, is to make sure that they succeed in these years and make it to adulthood.  Become productive Christian adults.  


Anyway, just a thought.


Another observation.  I know a lot of us are not involved in teen ministry.  But we are all involved in dad ministry.  Following is a review of those six points that I sent out a little while ago that speak to teen ministry, but really speak to us as dads.   

(In between each point I offer a few observations that relate to our own role 

as directing fathers.)      

1. Any youth or teen ministry that does not involve dads in a critical, leadership role function, is destined to fail. (in my opinion)  
(Dads, we can not choose to be one of those that just doesn’t want to be bothered.  Kind of like we probably didn’t want to be bothered with a dirty diaper.  We could avoid it then – we can’t now.   Now that they are older, we must not just run off to the office. The chickens have a way of coming home.)

2. Any youth or teen ministry that smells like a home-school based model, is destined to fail. Especially if it ignores the church. (in my opinion)

(Dads, we have to get them ready for the real world.  They have to be able to “run with the big dogs,” so to speak. We pray to be able to impact our towns and our cities, and these same cities, by and large, send their kids to the public high schools.  Can our own youth handle the public schools? Why or why not?)  

3. Any youth or teen ministry that relies excessively on eighteen, nineteen or twenty year olds, without dads involved, is destined to fail. (in my opinion)

(Dads, we are all thankful for the nineteen year olds, and on up,  that are not only tremendous workers, but tremendous examples to our teens.  But they can’t be the point men.  We need to be the point men – dads!)

4. Any youth or teen ministry that does not have a strong emphasis on equipping each of our youth to share their faith with their peers in their high school, is destined to fail. (in my opinion)

(Dads, have our teens in high school learned to stand their ground and reach out and make friends and lead that occasional classmate to Christ? Can they speak about their faith, one-on-one, and will they do it?  They have to show this kind of gumption.  

Just two nights ago, a classmate and her mother were killed just a block from our house in a tragic traffic accident, right out here in the country.  A good friend of my daughter’s.  And yesterday a friend of my daughter, as well as a friend of the girl who was killed, prayed to receive Christ with my sophomore, right there after school.

An aside.  I don’t think our kids really are equipped if they can not share their faith one-on-one, after school, over a coke, during the noon hour, etc.  If we are relying solely on teen activities in a church group context for our teen evangelism, and that is all we are really doing in terms of equipping our youth, we have failed. 

There is nothing quite like having enough guts to speak about our faith to a peer, one-on-one.  It separates the men from the boys, the women from the girls.  Nothing replaces this fundamental perspective on our life – that we are God’s worker in God’s field.  And often, all alone. It reveals who we really are.)  

5. Any youth or teen ministry that does not involve a lot of service and work where our teens are asked to genuinely work and not just sit around and talk, is destined to fail. (in my opinion)

(Dads, do we insist on amazing amounts of work? Study? Homework? Where they are really applying themselves with some degree of focus?  Whether they are smart or not? And when we come together at church, are they right alongside you working, serving, helping, working to build His Kingdom?  Or are they just watching?  Serving or just talking? “But He said, ‘On the contrary, blessed are those who hear the word of God, and do it.’” – Luke 11:28.)

6. Any youth or teen ministry that relies on excessive amounts of "fun" to keep them involved or entertained, is destined to fail. (in my opinion) 

(Dads, well, I think you get my point.)

Another entirely different thought.  Often when we are getting ready for a teen conference, we think about preparing our youth – in their own hearts and in their service and in their behavior.  But why wait until a conference?  The other day Craig Swing mentioned that he will get his youth together and have all the parents at the meeting and actually be talking over the teen’s heads to all the parents sitting in the back and be talking about right behavior.  

Especially when all of our churches are reaching out and having so many young teens come and join our youth ministries – especially with so many new teens coming through our doors, especially now, we need to be talking about good behavior.  

We can “keep the bar high” and still be graciously involved in winning them to Christ.  This is exactly where and when we need to be reminding everyone about our standards, our guidelines, and what is proper behavior, between the guys and the girls.  

Enclosed is a straightforward document that reviews this kind of message on 

teen group behavior.  (entitled, “Teen Standards”)

Last thought.  I just read a little book passed on to me, The Quotable Dad, edited by Nick and Tony Lyons.   I“lifted” thirty of the best.  

And include them as a file. (entitled, “the Quotable Dad.”)  

Here is one of the better quotes from that book:

“My father gave me the greatest gift anyone could give another person.  He believed in me.”    - Jim Valvano, former North Carolina State basketball coach.  

(Of course, our support and belief in them, means a lot more if we as fathers are first and foremost, deeply respected by our children.  Then when we show them that we believe in them; we are not just another, light-weight, “rah, rah,” common, cheerleader.) 

These are just a few thoughts that I have been kicking around lately with a few of you men.  If I can ever be of any help to you or your faith, let me know.  

If I can be of any help with a parenting seminar, let me know.  We have several scheduled outside of the region this winter.  I’d be honored to help out here in the Northwest in any way you see fit.  I have been emphasizing more and more, certain messages, just for the dads.  

Love you guys. I remain your servant.  

Keep pressing.  Rick   

