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ife was never meant to be lived alone. As young
men, we need the wisdom of our fathers and mothers.
Otherwise, we may make decisions based solely upon
our feelings rather than upon facts. Or, we may be en-
couraged to make destructive decisions by evil men who
seek to enslave us for their own pleasure. Thousands of
young men are led down an addictive pathway by drug
dealers and gang leaders who offer fun and excitement,
but these promises are never based on truth. Addictions
are always destructive.

In the original plan every child would have a father and a
mother who would love and support each other, and parent
their children with love and wisdom. When this plan is fol-
lowed, children usually grow up to be responsible, caring
adults who work to make the world better. Not only does
this probably make instant sense to you, but also there is a
ton of research that backs this up, as you will see.

Yet many children have watched their parents divorce. Even
good parents who deeply love their children can’t always
protect them from conflict at home. Dr. William Pollock, a
Harvard psychologist, discovered that when the father is
no longer in the home, the son often suffers from lack of
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16 CHOOSE GREATNESS

discipline and supervision, and fails to receive a model of
what it means to be a man.!

Other children have never known their fathers because their
parents never married. Thousands of children grow up in
homes without fathers.? Many of these children will never
know their fathers or experience what it means to be loved
by them. According to the National Center for Children in
Poverty, young men without fathers are “twice as likely to
drop out of school,” “twice as likely to end up in jail,” and
four times as likely to need treatment for emotional and
behavioral issues as the young men who have fathers.

Reporting on a major study that looks at children’s life out-
comes across virtually every neighborhood in this country,
New York Times columnist David Leonhardt notes that the
second most important predictor of life outcomes (after
family income) is a neighborhood’s share of single-parent
families. “Notably, the effect of family structure appears es-
pecially large for boys,” says Leonhardt.

Children in these single-parent families are typically raised
by their mothers, grandmothers, aunts, or sometimes fos-
ter parents. This is why we feel so strongly that every young
man needs to have either a father, or a substitute father
in his life. Someone has said, “Tie a boy to the right man,
and he almost never goes wrong.” We want you to find the
“right man.” That is why the title of this chapter is “Seek
Wisdom from Parents or a Trusted Adult.”
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WISE DECISION #1 17

As children, we do not choose our parents. We wish that
all children could have a father and mother who love each
other and are committed to loving and teaching their chil-
dren. That is why, as counselors, we have invested our
lives in helping couples learn how to love and support
each other, and to give their children an example of what a
healthy marriage looks like.

When you were a small child your father and mother, or
someone who served as your parents, made decisions for
you. They determined what you ate and drank. They de-
cided what clothes you would wear. They provided the bed in
which you slept. As you got older, they began to let you make
some decisions. They asked questions such as, “Would you
like to watch a movie or play ball?” They gave you choices be-
tween safe options. Now that you are older, your parents are
not always with you. You make many decisions on your own.

The question is, will you make wise decisions? That is
why we are writing this book. We want you to make wise
decisions—decisions that will give you a great life. As a
young man, you need the wisdom of older adults. If you
need to find your way through a city you've only lived in
a short time, it would be foolish to think you could navi-
gate it better than if you had someone who’s lived there for
years traveling alongside you. If you live with your father
and mother, they can be your source of wisdom. They are
not perfect, but they likely know more about life than you
have yet discovered.
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18 CHOOSE GREATNESS

If you don’t have a father in the home, how do you find a
trusted man? We suggest that, first of all, you talk to your
mother or grandmother. Perhaps they will know of some-
one they trust to be a positive role model for you. It may be
your uncle, or your grandfather, or some other family mem-
ber. The second place to find a responsible man is in the
church. Many men who attend church regularly have made
wise decisions in their own lives, and would be willing to
help you make wise decisions in your life. Again, we sug-
gest that you ask your mother to help you in finding a man
in her family, or in the church. (A word to mothers who may
be reading this: always have someone run a background
check on anyone you are asking to mentor your son.) An-
other source is an organization called Big Brothers. This
organization seeks to match responsible adult men with
younger men who need a wise man in their lives.

If you read and discuss this book with your father, substi-
tute father, or trusted adult, it will help you make wise de-
cisions and thus give you a great life.

I (Clarence) was fortunate enough to have a dad.
-V In my early years, my father taught me the im-
portance of hard work and being on time. He
demonstrated how essential it is for a man to
provide for his family, no matter the personal
sacrifice to the dad. I learned how to treat a woman by
watching how my dad treated my mom. He smiled when
she called him “honeybun.” He taught me commitment in
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WISE DECISION #1 19

marriage because he never left my mom. Mom constantly
said, “Your dad is a good man.” He must really have been
because she never remarried after he died.

One of the things [ remember my dad saying is, “No matter
how rich or poor a man is, keeping his word tells you what
kind of man he is.” Dad was a man of few words. He never
said to me, “I love you, son.” I often wish I had heard those
words. He seldom, if ever, commended me for my accom-
plishments. When I was fifteen years old I made the All-Star
team at a Wake Forest University basketball camp and won
a trophy for shooting the highest free-throw percentage
in my age group and received a standing ovation from the
other campers. Dad didn’t say anything except, “Would you
like a Coca-Cola?” I complained to Mom about Dad not lov-
ing me. She explained that Dad did love me, but his father
never told him that he loved him. She said, “It is difficult for
your dad to tell you something he never heard from his fa-
ther.” Mom continued, “Your father is so proud of you, but
he doesn’t know how to say it to you.” Mom’s words were
like music to my ears, and I received them as truth. Even so,
I later promised myself that if | ever got married and
had children, | would tell them that I love them often.
I now have three daughters, and I tell them every day that
I love them. Dad wasn’t perfect. Some of his habits I do not
want to repeat, but I am forever grateful that he was my
father. He died when I was twenty years old.
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20 CHOOSE GREATNESS
My Substitute Dad

When [ was fourteen years old I met Gary Chapman. He
worked as director of youth activities at a local church. My
friend James and I went to a youth activity held in a gym-
nasium owned by the church. Gary initiated a relationship
with me by coming onto the basketball court, which wasn’t
his comfort zone. But he wasn’t coming to impress me with
his basketball skills. He was coming to meet me. [ began to
attend the weekly youth meetings and listen to Gary teach.
But what impressed me most was that he showed a per-
sonal interest in me. I felt that he genuinely cared about
me and my life. He was the first person outside my imme-
diate family who expressed personal interest in my life. I
didn’t know why, but I felt good having an adult male take
an interest in me. I felt that I was the luckiest guy in the
world because between the ages of fourteen and twenty I
had two dads. After my dad died, Gary became my father
figure. He’s been like a father to me ever since.

Going to college required moving from North Carolina to
Chicago, Illinois. Even with this tremendous distance be-
tween us, I knew I could always count on Gary. We kept in
touch with each other, and he helped me with my college
expenses. When I got married I asked him to be my best
man. My daughters now consider him their grandfather,
and he treats them as his grandchildren.

Now you know why I feel so strongly that every young man
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WISE DECISION #1 21

should have a father or a trusted man in his life. We need
the wisdom of older men.

I (Gary) was one of the fortunate ones in that I
had a father and mother who were married to
each other for sixty-two years. They loved each
other, and they loved my sister and me. They took
us to church every Sunday. They made sure that
we had the opportunity to be involved in the youth activi-
ties during the week. My father not only attended church,
but he sought to live by the teachings of Jesus. He believed
that his role as a father was to love, support, and encourage
his wife, and to love, support, and encourage his children.
Beyond the family, he was active in the community, invest-
ing his time, energy, and money in the lives of other people.
My dad taught me how to feed chickens, how to plant and
cultivate a garden, how to mow grass, how to trim shrubs,
and how to ride a bicycle.

Dad worked in a textile mill; they made towels, sheets, and
pillowcases. The mill operated twenty-four hours a day.
Some people went to work at 7 in the morning and finished
at 3in the afternoon. A second group of people went to work
at 3 in the afternoon and finished at 11 p.m. A third group
went to work at 11 p.m., working all night until 7 in the
morning. My dad chose to work in the third group. He did
this because he wanted to be at home every afternoon when
we got out of school. So he worked all night, slept during
the day, got up in the afternoon in order to be with us in the
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22 CHOOSE GREATNESS

afternoon and evening. At the time I didn’t recognize what a
sacrifice that was. But looking back on it, I am deeply grate-
ful that he chose to spend time with my sister and me.

When I got married and had a son and a daughter, I was
working on a church staff, first as a youth leader, and
later as a counselor. I guess you would not be surprised
to know that I organized my schedule so that I would be
home in the afternoon when my children arrived home,
and spend those hours with them each day. I wish every
young man had a father as devoted as that. However, ’'m
fully aware that many young men do not have such
a father. That is why Clarence and I are so strong on the
idea that every young man who does not have a father at
home needs a strong man in his life. Another man may not
be able to spend as much time with you as a father who
lives in your house, but he can teach you skills, be there
to watch you play sports or music, listen to you when you
need to talk to someone, and help you make wise deci-
sions. It is not your fault that you do not have a father
living with you. But it is your responsibility to talk to
your mother, grandmother, or adult with whom you
live and let them help you find a trustworthy man
who can share his wisdom with you.
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WISE DECISION #1 23

What We Have Learned from
Our Fathers and Other Wise Men

Always do what you say you will do.

Recognize every individual as important and worth
your time and energy.

Remember that life is not about fame or money. It is
about using your abilities to help others.

Love people even when they fail you.

Put God first and seek to follow the teachings of
Jesus.

Don'’t feel sorry for yourself.

Never forget that you are responsible for your deci-
sions, and you must live with the consequences.
Always tell the truth.

These are the kinds of things that a young man learns from
a loving father, or another wise man. At the end of each
chapter, we are giving you a list of questions you can ask
yourself, to help you better understand each decision and
its effect on your life. We want to encourage you to not only
ask these questions of yourself, but also of your father,
substitute father, or trusted adult. Remember that life isn’t
meant to be lived alone!
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24 CHOOSE GREATNESS

ASK YOURSELF...

1. How would you describe your relationship with
your dad, if you have access to him? What do you
appreciate about him?

2. What are some of the things you think you will do
differently than your dad?

3. If your dad is an absentee dad, how do you feel
about him, and why?

4. How would you describe your relationship with
your mother?

5. What are some of the things you would like to
learn from your father or another man?

6. What kind of father would you like to be?
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