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To my brother, Mark, 
in gratitude for the many years of bunk bed conversations
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13

Introduction

Things Need to Be Said

From you to them. From them to you. There is much give-and-take 
to be given and taken. 
And saying what needs to be said is going to take actual spoken 

words. 
Which is actually very good news! Conversations with your kids 

are one of the great privileges of being a dad. They can be fun, reward-
ing, and empowering.

Without conversation, ideas will never be exchanged. Fears and 
frustrations will never be uncovered. Your wisdom and experience 
will remain untapped and wasted. You will never fully appreciate your 
child’s fresh vision nor get a chance to help focus their unique energy. 

Dare I say it? The best opportunity your children have to reach their 
God-given potential begins with you, Dad. And that requires the abil-
ity to converse.

Your three-part plan includes

1. entering their world
2. earning the right to be heard
3. clarifying your own perspective
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10 Conversations Kids Need to Have with Their Dad14

Entering their world
If you live, play, eat, and exist in separate worlds, critical conversa-

tions will never take place. 
Entering their world is easy when they’re little. Young kids will 

make time for you and fit into your schedule. But as they get older, 
you need to make time for them. You need to intentionally create envi-
ronments and situations that bring you face-to-face or side by side. 
Working. Traveling. Playing. Goofing. Competing. Gardening. Wood-
working. Barbecuing. Stargazing. Dancing. Dining. Going out for ice 
cream. Strolling a beach. Shopping for a Mother’s Day present. Or 
serving dinner in a homeless shelter. You get the idea. 

The best conversations don’t happen after you say, “We need to 
talk.” The best conversations with your son or daughter happen when 
you’re doing. Maybe doing something for him, for her, for yourself, for 
a neighbor, for a friend, or even for God. 

What’s more, don’t expect your kids to embrace all the great truths 
and core values in a single conversation. Handing down life skills is a 
way of life. It requires daily relationship. The Bible teaches that parents 
should pass on truths during our routine existence: 

These commandments that I give you today are to be on 
your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about 
them when you sit at home and when you walk along the 
road, when you lie down and when you get up (Deuter-
onomy 6:6-7).

Dad, feel free to interpret that passage loosely to suggest, “Talk to 
your kids about stuff that matters during TV commercials, riding in 
the car, strolling down a dirt road, when you’re tucking them in bed, or 
at your favorite diner munching on blueberry waffles.”

Consider for a moment the world your son or daughter has created. 
Their bedroom, their circle of friends, their teams and clubs, their safe 
zone, their “aura.” Where and how can you enter that world? And how 
can you make sure they will be glad you’re there? That’s the goal.
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15Introduction

Earning the right to be heard
The life-changing conversations you want to have with your kids 

will never happen if they don’t respect you. 
You can’t demand respect, Dad—you can only earn it. The title of 

“father” doesn’t automatically mean your kids will listen to you. Sure, 
they’ll give you a chance. Up through the age of seven or eight they will 
give you plenty of opportunities to prove yourself to be reliable, com-
passionate, and trustworthy. After that, it gets harder.

Way too many dads lose their kids’ respect. If you have a history of 
verbally trashing them or physically abusing them, what makes you 
think they will listen to anything you have to say? They won’t. Also, if 
you let them walk all over you and you never follow through on disci-
pline, they will see you as a pushover with no power or authority.

Thankfully, the opposite is also true. If your verbal interaction is 
affirming and if your touch is always under control, then you will be 
trustworthy. If you speak truth and listen to their side of the story 
before judging, then your word has value. If you respond calmly and 
consistently to their tantrums, pouting, or whining, they will acknowl-
edge you as a peacekeeper. If you listen to their fears and dreams with-
out derision, they will ask for your wisdom and experience with 
confidence.

If you’re just realizing that you may have lost some of your children’s 
respect, you have some extra work to do. Begin today. Start with deliv-
ering your own heartfelt doses of love and respect.

How do kids respond to a father they respect? With obedience, 
affection, attention to what you have to say, confidence you will do 
your best, and trust that you will supply their needs. 

Best of all, they will put down their phones, turn off the TV, take out 
their earbuds, or stop texting long enough to hold a real conversation.

Clarifying your own perspective
The following ten chapters cover more than just how to have more 

verbal interaction with your kids. That’s actually pretty easy:
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10 Conversations Kids Need to Have with Their Dad16

• Spend more time with them
• Find common interests
• Listen
• Ask questions
• Be agreeable more than disagreeable 

You knew all that, right? It’s called getting along. These are skills 
you use all the time in adult conversations. In business, friendships, 
romantic relationships, and interacting with the neighbors. It’s how 
you exchange information. 

Certainly, these pages will expand on ways to open doors of com-
munication with your children. But once those doors are open, what 
do you say and how do you say it? 

We’ve got you covered. Whether they admit it or not, your kids are 
counting on you for guidance. They’re making discoveries and deci-
sions every day and you’re the right person to help them sort out right 
from wrong, safe from dangerous, and better from best.

Much of what you want to say is already crystal clear in your head. 
You just need to find the right conversational openings in the course 
of daily life. On some of these issues, you could use a little help fill-
ing in some strategic gaps. That’s why these chapters include some ver-
ifiable research, some perspectives from an older dad, and some fresh 
ideas to deliver old truths. You’ll be glad to know the book also covers 
some issues you haven’t yet had a chance to think through completely.

Dad, you’ve come to the right place. For the most part, you’ll be 
nodding your head at just about everything you’re about to read. But if 
something doesn’t hit you quite right, that’s not a problem. You’re the 
dad. You’re a critical gatekeeper for what enters their spongelike brains. 
My goal is to encourage you to walk confidently alongside your kids 
on the road of life, well-prepared to prepare them well.

There are things that need to be said. Ready, Dad?
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Conversation 1
On Family

“There is no doubt that it is around the family 
and the home that all the greatest virtues, the 

most dominating virtues of human society, are 
created, strengthened, and maintained.”

Winston Churchill

“When I was a boy of fourteen, my father was so 
ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man 

around. But when I got to be twenty-one,  
I was astonished by how much 

he’d learned in seven years.”

Mark Twain

Let’s begin this book on conversations with the story of a conversa- 
 tion that didn’t take place. 
The year is 2008. My son Randall proposed to a delightful young 

lady named Rachel. She said yes. And plans began for an early autumn 
wedding. My wife, Rita, and I, along with Randall’s three brothers, 
were joyously looking forward to a wonderful addition to the family. 
Our daughter, Rae Anne, not so much.

Rae Anne, 15 at the time, was secretly resentful of the idea that an 
outsider would be breaking up her gang. She liked having four broth-
ers. She liked being the only girl. And she didn’t want anyone messing 
with the chemistry of her family. That feeling really had nothing to do 
with Rachel. To Rae Anne’s credit, there wasn’t an emotional display 
of cattiness or meanness. There was no confrontation or showdown. 
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18 Conversation 1

My daughter was smart enough to never say or do anything she would 
regret later. 

The outdoor October wedding was beautiful. Rae Anne was an ele-
gant bridesmaid, and in the months that followed a miraculous thing 
happened. Rae saw that instead of breaking up the family, the addi-
tion of a sister-in-law actually made the Payleitners stronger. For the 
first time, Rae Anne had a big sister. It really didn’t take long before my 
daughter and daughter-in-law became the best of friends, seeking each 
other’s company even when no other Payleitner was present. 

Dad here—who had been oblivious to the entire summer of one-
sided animosity—was totally surprised when the truth came out. As 
we sat around our kitchen table one Sunday afternoon not long ago, 
Rae Anne admitted, “Oh yeah, I hated Rachel for about a year.” Oth-
ers at the table were rather amused, but I was stunned. 

I had always been the kind of dad who knew what was going on. 
Or so I thought. My door was always open to talk through problems 
and concerns. I worked hard—sometimes biting my tongue—to lis-
ten to my kids without judgment until all the facts were on the table. 
But I had totally missed a yearlong grudge held by my daughter living 
right under my roof.

So why did Rae Anne and I not have a conversation? In my mind, 
a ten-minute chat would have soothed my daughter’s concerns and 
put her heart at ease. Isn’t that what daddies do? We make everything 
better, right? But then again, sometimes our kids don’t come to us. 
Or can’t. Or won’t. And maybe there’s nothing I could have said that 
would have convinced my daughter that everything was going to work 
just fine. 

So what’s the lesson? I can think of several. 
First, dads don’t know everything a daughter or son might be think-

ing. Second, even if we think we’re in the loop, we might not be. Also, 
dads can’t fix everything. And dads especially can’t fix things we don’t 
know about. 

On the plus side, it all worked out. In the end, the story has become 
another part of Payleitner family lore. And, remember that the episode 
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On Family 19

did include a very amusing and rewarding conversation. The one at 
the kitchen table where Rae Anne confessed her yearlong grudge. If it 
had been up to me, that revealing conversation could have taken place 
much earlier. But, as you know, Dad, it’s not always up to us. And all 
we can do is give our best.

Conversations hold a family together 
Sometimes conversations just happen spontaneously. But an inten-

tional nudge by a perceptive father can create conversation-friendly 
environments throughout the course of day, week, year, or life.

An occasional one-on-one, heart-to-heart dialogue at an ice-cream 
parlor, on a hiking path, or during a long car ride can help a child 
anchor themselves to loving parents. Include lots of love, laughter, and 
dream-sharing.

A boisterous debate around a dinner table can sharpen wits and ward 
off lazy thinking. If everyone stays respectful, even a few reasonable  
disagreements can bond the generations. The goal is not hurt feelings, 
but engaged interaction.

Memories and tall tales shared around a crackling campfire settle 
nicely in the corners of your children’s minds. I think it has something 
to do with the chemical reaction when you mix marshmallows, graham  
crackers, and Hershey bars.

Visits back home or to retirement homes should include open-
ended questions that lead grandparents or great-grandparents to share 
lifelong memories. Too often those times together include way too 
much talk about the weather, today’s news headlines, or their latest 
physical ailments. No wonder your kids are bored. Keep asking ques-
tions until your father or grandfather tells a story or two that even you 
have never heard before. Don’t delay. Those memories fade when you 
least expect it.

Planning family vacations, birthday bashes, baby showers, and 
graduation parties shouldn’t happen in a vacuum. Sure someone has to 
be in charge, but let those occasions be an excuse to get together in the 
weeks leading up to and following the gathering. Big events are a blur. 
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20 Conversation 1

Ofttimes, the most fun is found in the planning before and memory  
sharing after.

A dad taking a few quiet minutes before bedtime prayers to retrace 
the day can uncover experiences that might otherwise remain unsaid. 
That includes good stuff like praise from a teacher or a funny text from 
a friend. And bad stuff that dads need to know about like hurt feelings, 
an encounter with a bully, or not-so-nice words either spoken or heard. 
While tucking in, Dad can help put the events of the day in perspective, 
so the next day can start with no regrets.

It’s hard to put into words the importance of words. 
When it comes to family, the ability to talk is just as important 

as what you talk about. Sure, you want to cover the big issues: hopes, 
dreams, spiritual truths, moral values, sexual purity, money, and eter-
nity. Many of those ideas are covered in later chapters. But you can’t 
have life-changing talks unless you also have slice-of-life talks: where 
the sun goes at night, how cat whiskers work, why ants sometimes 
travel in straight lines and sometimes scatter, what causes brain freeze 
when you drink a slushie too fast. 

The issue of big talks versus impromptu talks is similar to the debate 
between quality time and quantity time. You never know when “big 
talks” and “quality time” are magically going to happen. You really can’t 
expect an announcement from your son or daughter that says, “The 
next 20 minutes is critical to our relationship and my maturity.” So, 
you have to put in the time and do the chit-chat. Those breakthrough 
moments will naturally come.

That doesn’t mean the small moments need to be painful. Just the 
opposite! Dads should embrace the goofing-around part of fatherhood. 
Lying in the grass and pointing out shapes in the clouds. Middle school 
science-fair projects in which you do 49 percent of the work. Carpool-
ing to a church youth event with an SUV full of weirdly dressed middle 
schoolers. Cartwheels and cannonballs. Riddles and rhymes. Library 
whispers and canyon echoes. 

Celebrate those short and silly conversations and they will over-
flow into longer, deeper talks that impact your son or daughter forever.
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On Family 21

In strong families
…you make time for each other.
…you circle the wagons and defend each other during 
  tough times.

…members apologize easily and don’t hold grudges.
…traditions are respected. 

Talking traditions
Do you want to get your teenager talking? Easy. Simply make a 

change in a family tradition. 
Don’t serve cranberries at Thanksgiving. Cancel the annual drive 

to see Christmas lights because the weather’s bad. Put a new angel or 
star on top of the tree. When they notice—and they will—expect to 
hear urgent demands such as, “We have to!” and “We’ve always done 
it that way!” 

Funny though, the very next holiday, when you gather for some 
other tradition, that same teenager will do just the opposite. In a mock-
ing tone they’ll say, “Omigosh, that is so lame. I can’t believe you still 
expect us to do that.”

I suggest you don’t confront your teen about their ever-changing 
perspectives. That’s a no-win situation. Instead, look at that attribute 
as endearing. Stuck between childhood freedom and adult responsibil-
ity, young people crave traditions to give them stability and roots. At 
the same time, they are also trying out their sprouting wings. Every day 
brings new discoveries and new options. From a father’s perspective, it’s 
an amazing, jaw-clenching, and fulfilling process to watch. 

I don’t usually recommend that parents give in to teenage demands, 
but this may be the exception. When they insist on keeping a tradi-
tion, absolutely agree with them. Share some memories about when 
that tradition began and how it evolved from something your family 
happened to do into something you had to do.

Also, when they suggest abandoning a tradition in favor of a new 
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22 Conversation 1

way of doing things, again, absolutely follow their lead. The ensuing 
conversation may still include a little family history, but encourage 
your teenager to explain why new is better. 

Holding tight to traditions 
One game worth playing with your kids is to remember and make 

a list of traditions. When I start doing that, I get a little melancholy. 
The list would be long and would include backyard campfires, Thanks-
giving football, Independence Day fireworks at the local golf course, 
multiple deliveries of Peeps from multiple kids to my wife at Easter, 
Christmas stockings hung by the chimney with care, a family movie 
outing between Christmas and New Year, driveway stickball, calling 
shotgun, and texting Mom when you get to your destination safely. All 
those we pretty much still do.

But there are quite a few traditions we’ve let slide for one reason 
or another. As tightly as dads want to hold on to most traditions, per-
haps it’s equally as important to be able to let them go. Kids get older. 
Homes are bought and sold. Family members pass on. New family 
members bring their own traditions. Sometimes tragedy or loss leads 
to change. Often, it’s just time and circumstance. 

I deeply cherish the memories of 14 years of Christmas skits— 
featuring 11 cousins—conceived, written, and produced mostly by my 
oldest son, Alec, but then passed on to his younger siblings one at a 
time. 

For 30 years, until 1978, three generations of Payleitners went to 
the same big cottage on Pine Lake in Wisconsin for a week each sum-
mer. But it just didn’t make sense after Grandpa died. 

For 20 years, we dragged our kids to a department store for pho-
tos with Santa Claus. The tradition begins with baby Alec in 1980, but 
flipping through the photo album, a new sibling joins him in ’83, ’86, 
’88, and ’93. For some reason, Alec just didn’t want to sit on Santa’s lap 
after he turned 21 and that’s where the photo album ends. 

Also coinciding with the years our kids were little was the famous 
Payleitner Easter-egg hunt. At its peak we were welcoming more than 
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On Family 23

50 kids plus their parents, filling more than 750 plastic eggs, and orches-
trating a backyard event that was part celebration and part outreach. 

Holding tightly to traditions in the moment sets the stage to hold 
them loosely enough to know when to let them go. No guilt or remorse. 
Sometimes the looser you hold on to something, the more easily it can 
evolve into something new and even more meaningful. 

Some of our favorite traditions, I’m sure, we’ll bring back when the 
time is right. As of this writing, Rita and I have one grandson. And 
we’re expecting a few more grandkids in the next decade. You can be 
sure that Jackson and his cousins will have several seasonal and holi-
day traditions to hang on to forever. Some might be all-new, but most 
of them will be carried over from the “old days” of their mommies and 
daddies.

Triggering traditions
It’s worth noting that conversations don’t trigger traditions. It’s 

actually the other way around. Traditions get family members talk-
ing: “Remember this”; “Don’t forget that”; “This summer let’s make 
sure…”; and “I’m going to be late this year, so someone else is going to 
have to…” Once you start hearing those conversations, Dad, you can 
just sit back and watch the memory-making unfold.

Beyond scheduled traditions, there’s an entire array of traditions 
that are not on your family calendar, but happen anyway. You don’t 
even have to think about them and they require zero preparation. But 
you know the triggers:

The first nice weekend of summer triggers a family bike ride. 
The first snowfall of the year that is “good packing” triggers a family 

snowman contest. 
The local high school presents their annual musical, so you order tickets 

for the Sunday matinee. 
Shamrock Shakes come out at McDonald’s, so you make a family des-

sert run. 
The church across town holds their “live Nativity scene,” so you bundle 

up the kids and go.
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24 Conversation 1

The zoo announces a new baby giraffe or lion cub, which means your 
family will be one of the first in line to see the little cutie. 

As hard as you might try, I’m not sure you can orchestrate these 
kinds of family traditions. They evolve spontaneously. So be warned. 
To a kid, if you do something just twice, they expect it to become a reg-
ular, time-honored, unwritten law set in stone. As my daughter, Rae 
Anne, said years ago when insisting we stop for cones at an ice-cream 
store near the bike trail, “We have to stop here. It’s a tradition!” And, 
you know what? She was right.

What are yours?
Have you and your kids had a chance to identify your family tradi-

tions? You may not call them such, but that’s what they are, and they 
are enormously important. The ones around the holidays are easier to 
identify. But maybe this list might help jog your memory. 

Do you stop for ice cream, donuts, or slushies after or before certain 
events?

Do you sit in the same pew at church?
Do you have a favorite museum, zoo, arboretum, park, or pool?
Do you see certain cousins or other extended family members annually?
In the car, are there silly family traditions when you pass specific 

landmarks?
Do you pose for photos at certain locations (like scenic overlooks) or 

events (like the first day of school)? 
Do you have any traditions in the car, at the library, on vacations, or 

before bedtime?
Traditions define a family. And Dad, I recommend you crown your-

self “Official Keeper of   Traditions.” If you accept that role, you’ll estab-
lish yourself as trustworthy and consistent. Your children will honor 
you and follow your lead because they have come to rely on you day 
after day, year after year.

One of the expectations of church elders, outlined in 1 Timothy 
3:4, is that an elder “must manage his own family well, having chil-
dren who respect and obey him” (nlt). Keeping traditions is a part of 
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On Family 25

managing your family and raising children who are on the same page 
as you—respectful and obedient.

Between the turkey and pumpkin pie
One of my favorite family traditions deserves a special mention. I 

recommend it wholeheartedly. At Thanksgiving, don’t allow your fam-
ily to race away from the table to watch football or rush to Black Fri-
day sales that are, sadly, starting earlier and earlier. So much effort was 
put into preparing the meal and getting the family assembled, it’s dis-
respectful to the cook and the host. Instead, stay seated for a while, let 
the meal digest, and enjoy the company. 

For years, the Payleitner family has intentionally held off dessert 
for an hour or so. We pass around a basket with preprinted questions. 
Everyone gets a turn, and you never know what question you’re going 
to get. Over the years, we’ve heard some surprising responses to sim-
ple questions. 

“What’s your earliest memory?”    led my grandmother, who was born in 
1900, to recall the sunny afternoon she was hanging laundry as a young 
teenager and was amazed when an airplane flew overhead. She had 
heard about those flying contraptions, but had never seen one before.

“What do you want to be doing ten years from now?”    led one of my 
children to reveal some substantial life plans that no one at the table 
had ever heard before. It was a memorable moment.

“What’s the scariest thing that ever happened to you?”    led to my mom 
revealing the story of how—back in 1944—she broke off her engage-
ment with a guy who didn’t take the news very well. He threatened and 
stalked her for several days, until her brothers stepped in. Her story was 
gripping. She would meet my father a year later.

“Name a great challenge you have overcome”    led Max to tell the story 
of how he blew out his knee in a varsity football game and required 
major surgery. The doctor laid out an aggressive rehab schedule and 
told Max he would be lucky to play baseball that spring. But Max 
posted a note on his bedroom wall that said, “JANUARY 18—GET 
IT DONE.” He surprised everyone and came back midway through 
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26 Conversation 1

the wrestling season to win 14 straight matches and earn a trip to the 
state finals.

The idea is easy to execute. Hold off on dessert. Make sure every-
one is still comfortable at the table. Clear some but not all of the dirty 
dishes. Bring out the question basket and go around the table. If some-
one pulls out a question they don’t want to answer, that’s fine. Just 
have them grab another. Dad, you may want to start off to set the tone. 
Once the question is answered, other guests are welcome to ask follow-
up questions or add their own thoughts. 

If you’re ambitious, make up your own questions. Or, the website 
TableTopics.com has several resources to consider for purchase. One 
option is to find a book of questions and put folded papers with page 
numbers in the basket. There are no hard-and-fast rules except that 
everyone participates and you may need to shush the table so each 
question-answerer gets full attention.

Families restore order 
Dads should never stick their heads in the sand. We need to notice 

when our kids mess up. Sometimes we even need to initiate difficult 
conversations and demand corrective behavior. But a kid making a 
mistake shouldn’t be cause for alarm. In most cases, the goal is to deal 
with it and not dwell on it. 

You may be surprised to know that your kids do learn from their 
mistakes. By the time you get wind of it, they may have already taken 
steps to apologize, mitigate damages, and make the necessary changes 
so it doesn’t happen again. 

One of the great dad challenges of all time is to walk the tightrope 
of too much or too little vigilant parenting. You want to nip nega-
tive behavior early, rescuing them at the top of any slippery slope. On  
the other hand, you want to equip them to police themselves and 
make wise decisions on their own. After all, you’re not always going to  
be there to stop them from taking a dare, walking into that tattoo par-
lor, posting an inappropriate photo, investing in swampland, or talk-
ing back to the traffic cop. 
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Here’s a guiding principle that has served me well: A father needs 
to intervene if the aftermath is life-threatening, permanently damages 
your child’s reputation, brings dishonor to God, or will cause them to 
miss a major opportunity in the near future. However, if their mess-up 
leads to some minor frustration with a coach, a failed grade on a home-
work assignment, or a friend with hurt feelings, then let them work 
it out for themselves. You can suggest they talk it out with the coach, 
teacher, or friend. But don’t make any phone calls or rush to rescue your 
son or daughter. Especially if they don’t ask for your help.

It’s usually advantageous to let natural consequences take their 
course. It lets you off the hook. You don’t have to be the bad guy com-
ing up with just the right punishment. Once the lesson is learned, you 
could possibly step in and offer a word of encouragement or a helping 
hand. If they seem to have “gotten away with it,” then you may need 
to add further consequences. 

Need some real-life examples? 
If an entire can of root beer gets knocked over in the family room, 

then the culprit may miss an afternoon with friends while they get a les-
son in shampooing the carpet. However, if the guilty party tries to hide 
the stain or denies any involvement, then the penalty needs to expand 
far beyond the simple cleanup. 

If your son gets kicked out of a game for arguing an umpire’s call, 
then the league and his coach will probably execute just the right 
amount of disciplinary action. There’s no need for you to pile on with 
any additional punishment. But also don’t say, “That umpire was a 
complete idiot.” (It’s worth noting, you will run into some terrible 
referees and umpires. The lesson there is that we still need to respect 
authority.) 

If your daughter says something thoughtless that hurts the feelings 
of her best friend, she’s already feeling bad. You can’t fix it. But she can. 
Let her know she has the power to make things right, and the sooner 
the better. Hurt feelings have a tendency to linger. A great perspec-
tive to share with your daughter might be, “Don’t you think that your 
friendship is just as important to Kendra as it is to you? If you take the 
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first step and apologize, she will probably be glad to forgive you.” Say a 
little prayer that Kendra isn’t too crushed to answer the door.

If your 20-year-old gets picked up for underage drinking, be glad 
that he called you. You want him to come to you for help. If he’s basi-
cally a good kid and just got caught up making one bad decision, bail 
him out ASAP. If he’s due for a good life lesson and it’s a small-town 
police department with even-tempered cops and no hardened crimi-
nals, maybe let him sit there a couple hours. If it’s his second offense, 
maybe he needs to stay the night. If it’s a big-city lockup, hustle down 
and get him out of there before a bad situation gets even worse. In any 
case, if he’s remorseful, don’t treat him like a criminal. Treat him like 
a son.

After the dust settles and the appropriate consequences are under-
way, you can always revisit the experience. Not in the middle of the 
fiasco—but later say things like:

“Did you learn anything?”
“What would you do different next time?”
“Is there anything else you need to do or anyone else you need to apolo-

gize to in order to make this right?”
“Sometimes it helps to put yourself in the other person’s shoes.”
“How can I help?”
“You can count on me. Some day in the near future, I’m going to be 

counting on you.”
“I love you. Nothing is going to change that.”
The idea is to say these things with a smile and sense of partnership. 

Make it sound like the episode is now officially over and we’re all eager 
to start fresh. Trust, optimism, and hope have been restored. 

Families are forever
One of the best things about a family is that they will always be your 

family. Dad, I am 100 percent sure that—through thick and thin—you 
are going to make sure your kids know the light is always on and your 
door is always open. Right?

Can you imagine your little girl peeking in through a rainy window 
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and you not inviting her in and making sure she’s warm and well-fed? 
No way.

Can you imagine being the father of the prodigal son? Day after 
day, you pray for him to come home. Finally, you see him off in the 
distance—and you run into your big farmhouse and lock the door? Of 
course not. 

Like the great parable told by Jesus in Luke chapter 15, you are not 
going to run away. You are going to do exactly what that father did. 

[The son] returned home to his father. And while he was 
still a long way off, his father saw him coming. Filled with 
love and compassion, he ran to his son, embraced him, 
and kissed him. His son said to him, “Father, I have sinned 
against both heaven and you, and I am no longer worthy 
of being called your son.”

But his father said to the servants, “Quick! Bring the fin-
est robe in the house and put it on him. Get a ring for his 
finger and sandals for his feet. And kill the calf we have been 
fattening. We must celebrate with a feast, for this son of 
mine was dead and has now returned to life. He was lost, but 
now he is found.” So the party began (Luke 15:20-24 nlt).

When your children come to you for help after they mess up, will 
you be in the mood to throw a party? That’s the attitude of a father who 
will always be able to talk to his children. As a matter of fact, if you keep 
reading the next few paragraphs in the gospel of Luke, you’ll discover 
the transcript of an honest, open conversation this father has with his 
envious older son. It’s all good stuff. It’s proof that Jesus intends fam-
ilies to work things out with patience, forgiveness, and the ability to 
quietly and respectfully talk things through. 

We all know a family that has been split apart by ill feelings. Grown 
brothers and sisters who won’t talk to each other. Adult children who 
haven’t spoken to their parents for a decade. Why does that happen? 
Someone said something stupid. There was a misunderstanding. Some-
one was jealous or selfish or suffering from tunnel vision. 
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If that describes your family, then you may have some extra work 
to do. A wall hastily built years ago might be due to come down. Men, 
when it comes to conversations between the generations, maybe you 
need to come to terms with your relationship with your own father 
before you can expect complete and open dialogue with your son or 
daughter. 

Some guys reading this might have wounds or scars that require 
healing. Opening your heart to a trusted friend, loving wife, wise pas-
tor, or professional counselor might be the right thing to do. Some of 
you need to actually talk to your dad. 

Every situation is different, and the last thing I want to do is over-
simplify what you have experienced. But consider this: think for a 
moment about how much you love your children. You would give your 
life for them, right? Is it possible that your father—wherever he is and 
whatever he has done—had that same feeling for you? Or still does? 

Which brings us full circle to your relationship with your own chil-
dren. No matter what kind of experience you had with your own father 
while you were growing up, you have your own choices to make today.

Will you be the dad with the door that is always open? Maybe you 
could even take it a step further and be intentional about initiating 
conversations. 

As dads, let’s admit that we don’t have all the answers. Yes, there are 
absolute truths, and sometimes a father will have to take a firm stand. 
But our conversations should rarely be dominated by statements that 
communicate “my way or the highway.” However, what we do have to 
offer our children has enormous value. When it comes to the diverse 
issues explored in the coming chapters, we definitely have more expe-
rience than our kids. We’ve made some mistakes. We’ve learned a few 
things—and we’re not afraid to learn a few more. 

Keep reading and you’ll uncover some ideas for dads to hang on to 
yourself. And some ideas for dads to share with your children. In the 
end, I pray your family will be stronger. And your relationship will be 
rooted in eternity.
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The ten core chapters in this book conclude with a few questions  
offered for you to ask your children word for word. The talking 
points should help you anticipate how they might answer and 

how you might want to respond. The way these conversations play 
out are up to you. One-on-one. At the dinner table. During long 
car drives. Over milkshakes. Around a campfire. After midnight. 
Make sure to allow plenty of time. And include plenty of grace.

Questions to Get Them Talking
1. What is a family? 

Talking point: Wow, that’s a toxic question these days. And 
you need to think through your answer before you ask it. But 
social scientists agree that the most effective family structure 
is a married mother and father committed to each other and 
working together to raise children under one roof. (Do I need 
to add that the father needs to be a human male and the 
mother a human female?) Is that controversial? I don’t see how.

2. What are some great things about our family? What are 
some frustrating things about our family?

Talking point: Hopefully, the first list is long. And the second 
is short. But you can see how both lists need to be brought 
out in the open. Depending on what’s said, changes might 
need to be made. But not necessarily.

3. Does our family have a reputation? 
Talking point: Be ready, Dad. You might not like what you 
hear. It could be something encouraging or amusing like 

“Most kids think our house is a fun place to hang out” or 
“My teachers are always comparing me to Sara. Talk about 
pressure.” Or maybe it’s not so pleasant. Your kids might 
reveal that your family reputation is “They’re a little rowdy,” 
or “The kids are okay, but the dad is kind of a loudmouth,” 
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or maybe “Nice family. But they keep their Christmas deco-
rations up until March.”

4. Is there anything we can’t talk about? Or shouldn’t talk 
about?

Talking point: The amusing part about this question is that 
whatever they bring up, you’re suddenly talking about! Still, 
honor their request. Daughters don’t want to talk to you 
about their menstrual cycle, acne, or weight issues. Sons typ-
ically don’t want to talk to their fathers about “feelings” or 

“why the coach isn’t giving him more playing time.” Asking 
your child if there’s anything you should not be doing is a 
great gift. You’re showing respect and giving them permis-
sion to be their own person.

5. Are we fair with our discipline and punishments?
Talking point: Don’t initiate this conversation in the middle 
of a tumultuous day. Have it when things are relatively calm. 
It’s very likely, that you might hear, “I know I mess up. And I 
deserve to be punished. It’s no fun. But it’s fine.” If your son 
or daughter responds with legitimate complaints about fair-
ness, take note. But if they start talking about how their best 
friend is never punished for nasty behavior, you have been 
given an opportunity to talk about why you set such high 
standards and why God made parents in the first place. Plus, 
you know to be extra alert when your child hangs out with 
that undisciplined friend.

Conversations to Pursue

• Talk about your family traditions. What are the oldest tradi-
tions you can remember? Which ones are carried over from 
your parents? Or grandparents? Which ones are new? Maybe 
you’ve done something only a couple of times, but it sure 
feels like a tradition. Is that possible? Whose idea was it? 

10 Conversations Kids Need to Have with Their Dad.indd   32 4/11/14   10:35 AM

Copyrighted material 



On Family 33

(Careful, giving credit to just one of your kids could start an 
argument.)

• A family is like a puzzle! All the pieces are designed to fit 
together. With some pieces, it takes a while to figure out 
where they fit in. The picture is not complete until every 
piece finds its place. Assembling the puzzle is part fun and 
part frustration. There are surprises along the way. When it 
comes together there is great satisfaction. Be careful about 
taking the metaphor too far. When the kids grow up, does 
it feel like breaking the puzzle up and putting it back in the 
box? What do you think?

• In Ephesians 6:2, Paul points out that only one of the Ten Com-
mandments comes with a promise. The fifth commandment is 

“Honor your father and mother. Then you will live a long, full 
life in the land the Lord your God is giving you” (Exodus 
20:12 nlt). Clearly, honoring the past generation makes life 
a whole lot easier for the next. Plus, if your kids honor you, 
they get real estate! (Right?)

• Before your next car trip, get hold of a resource that has sharable 
questions. I recommend The Book of Questions by Gregory 
Stock or Chat Pack, a set of thought-provoking cards by Bret 
Nicholaus and Paul Lowrie (the “Question Guys”).

• In Luke chapter 9 you can read the story of a guy who actually 
had the audacity to tell Jesus to wait. Jesus is drafting disciples 
and one recruit says, “Yes, Lord, I will follow you, but first let 
me say goodbye to my family.” Jesus’ reply doesn’t pull any 
punches. He says, “Anyone who puts a hand to the plow and 
then looks back is not fit for the Kingdom of God” (Luke 
9:61-62 nlt). Does that sound a little mean? No. It’s just hon-
est. Once you decide to follow Jesus, keep your eyes on him. 
Put Christ ahead of everything—even your family. 
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