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Two fathers-and editors

at Focus on the Family-
interviewed mone than 50
Christian dads to find out
what they did to spend more
time with their families.

BY GREG JoHNSON AND MIKE YORKEY

o warship in the world is larger
than the USS Nimitz, a nuclear-
powered aircraft carrier. The
Nimitz stretches 1,092 feet long
and has nearly five acres of flight
deck. Yet this 100,846-ton “flattop” can zip
along in excess of 30 knots, and she can
travel a million miles without refueling.

Today’s families are much like aircraft
carriers. We often get headed in one
direction—and it’s hard to change course.
Other times, the storms of life buffet our
boat, but we usually ride it out.

Like the Nimitz's abundance of
technology and hardware, family life is
getting more and more complicated as
we steam toward the year 2000. Families
need constant attention and maintenance
these days, but we also need “downtime”
to recharge our batteries.

The captain of the family is the father.
At least, that's been God’s design all
along. A father’s duties include loving his
wife and children, providing strong lead-
ership, earning a living to support the
family, and imparting spiritual values to
his kids. And that's just the short list.

We interviewed dozens of fathers, and
usually our first question was: “So, what
makes a good dad?” Invariably, nearly
all the dads stressed the importance of
spending fine with their children.
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Of course, that's the no-brainer answer
we expected—and wanted—to hear from
fathers who are getting the job done. The
importance of spending time with children
is a truism that needs to be repeated as
much as possible. Why? Because time is
a non-renewable resource; once it's gone,
it's gone.

Four Words You'll Never Want to Say

Roy, a Midwestern professional, recalls
a job that required a lot of out-of-state
travel. “The first 10 to 12 years after the
kids were born, my work took me away
quite a bit,” he says. “My wife was really
good about it, and she did a great job of
raising our three kids. When they hit carly
adolescence, however, it suddenly dawned
on me that [ had missed out on a great
deal. After much reflection, I did some-
thing I never thought I could do: T quit
that high-paying job. Then I went out and
found a new job that would keep me close
to home. But despite all T did, it was too
late,” he laments.

“No matter how hard I tried to put
myself back into my kids’ lives, it didn’t
work. They had adjusted to the point where
having Dad around wasn't necessary. Now,
seven years later, we're a little happier, but
it's not anything like T wish it could be. T
missed my chance, and now it's too late.”

That's right, Dad. If you're not around,
your wife and children will learn to live
life without you. It's as if you're the
manager of the New York Yankees, but
you don’t arrive at the ballpark until the
seventh inning. You'll find the players
and coaches playing the game without
you. Life goes on.

Not every dad who feels he must pour
his best years into his work (or has a job
that forces him to travel) will end up with
a lifetime of regret. But since we're given
only a short time with our children, the

Some of the Worst Ways to
Spend Time with Your Kids

» Serve as their human quarter machine
at the video arcade.

» Have an NFL football game on while
you're playing Monopoly with them.

» Read the paper while helping them with
their algebra assignments.

» Go to the local high school football field
to practice your short-irons, and have them
collect the golf balls after you're done.

» Suggest they take a nap with youona
beautiful Sunday afternoon.

» Drive them to Cub Scouts and read a
magazine in the car while the den mother
instructs them on how to tie knots.

» Take them to your office on Saturday
and have them color while you work.
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best years to get them on our team are
when they’re young.

Some Ideas

If you agree that spending time with
kids is a great idea—right up there with
ordering a hot dog at a ball game—how
can you do it? Here are some ideas the
fathers we interviewed shared with us:

o If possible, rearrange your work
schedule. Herb is an orthopedic surgeon
in Akron, Ohio. At 43, he is getting his
practice established, but Herb knows the
medical profession can gobble up hours in
huge chunks.

“How do I'spend time with my kids?”
said Herb, repeating the question. “I'm not
a morning person, so I've changed my
hours around. That way, I don’t have to go
into the office right away. I can eat break-
fast with my kids and take them to school.
I'll start my surgeries at one o’clock in the
afternoon and go until 7 p.m. or so.”

® Make dinner a priority. Dinner is
a time to reconnect. There’s something
about the entire family sitting around and
enjoying a meal together. And in this day
and age of working moms, long commutes
and kids in sports, it’s no easy chore for
everyone to sit down together.

Eating together promotes commun-
ication, which promotes discussion,
which promotes sharing, which promotes
love. Did you ever notice that when you
eat alone you flip on the TV? You want
some sort of communication, even if it's
one-way.

Dinnertime together is also a great way
to know what's going on in your kids’
lives. Brad, a New England father, says
when the family sits down at the table, he
asks each child, “What was the best thing
that happened to you today?”

“Doing that stimulates talk, and every-
one has to listen,” says Brad. “That way,
we begin the dinner conversation with a
positive focus, and T try to remember
something each one said so when it’s time
for nightly prayer, I can say, ‘Thanks,
Lord, for helping Jeremy pass the test.

In the last year, Brad has tried to spend
some unscheduled time with his kids, too.
Sometimes he'll knock on the bedroom
door and ask to come in and just talk.
“It's amazing how kids will open up
then,” he says.

© Ban the TV. What article worth its
salt wouldn’t suggest this? But letting the
hours vaporize into thin air because the
“boob tube” drones on and on is a waste
of time. Apparently, the fathers we
interviewed agreed. Nearly one-third
(29 percent) said they don’t watch any TV
during the week, and 61 percent said they

watch one to two hours a night—a
manageable figure. So, nine out of 10
dads had the TV under control.

® Do “Daddy Dates.” Westy, a
Wisconsin father, says he can think of
nothing better than taking his 9-year-old
daughter out for breakfast or dinner.

“She knows the only reason we're going
out is so we can talk,” says Westy. “We
probably get as much conversation in
during that one meal as we do all week.
We sit across the table from each other
and converse; there’s a lot of questions
and answers going on. These ‘Daddy
Dates’ tell my daughter that she is very,
very important to me.”

A good time to start “dating” your
child is around 8 or 9 years old. “Don’t
wait until he or she is 15 years old. That's
too late,” says Westy. By spending
individual time with your child, you
build a friendship, so when the really big
discussions pop up later (love, dating and
sex), a foundation has already been laid.

@ Include your children in your
vacations. You'd be surprised at the
number of families who vacation without
their kids. When Randy, a Texas rancher,
and his family go on vacation, they drive.
That way, Randy’s certain they’ll have
plenty of time in the car. (Believe it or not,
that's the way he wants it!) One of the kids
sits with Dad in the front seat, and as the
scenery passes by, long discussions ensue.

® Volunteer to coach your child’s
sports team. When you make that commit-
ment to coach, it forces you to spend time
with your children. That’s the way Jeffrey,
a Sacramento father, slices out hours with
his four children (ranging in age from 3 to
15). He's coached baseball for eight years,
from Little League through Pony League.

“Baseball is a real competitive sport

here in California, and with a lot of com-
petition comes a lot of pressure. There’s a
struggle in keeping sports in the right
perspective. I tell my boys to use the talents
the Lord gives them—but to have fun, too.
I think the lessons sports teach are good for
kids because they learn about life’s ups and
downs,” says Jeffrey. If you can’t be a
coach, then cheer from the grandstands.

® Make the best use of your recreational
time. It's important to exercise our bodies,
and we feel better when we're in good
shape. Many of us enjoy the spirit of
competition. Some recreational pursuits,
however, take up alot of time—like golf,
for instance.

As Baby Boomers age, golf is the sport
of the ‘90s. Yet when I (Mike) play, it burns
up most of a Saturday. Even if 'm a
member of the “dawn patrol,” I'm still
not home till noon. I've decided golf is
going to have to wait.

@ Finally, remember that your kids
are keeping tabs on you. “I once saw a
sign in the nursery,” said Herb, the ortho-
pedic surgeon. “It said: ‘Children spell love
T-I-M-E.” You can’t buy your kids’ affection
unless you spend your time with them.” 0
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Where’s Your Time Going?

Let’s do a little exercise: Grab a pencil and determine how you “spent” your last 24 hours

(make it a weekday):

® Sleeping

e (Grooming

® Working (main job)
e Commuting

* Overtime or moonlighting

* Household chores

» Eating with the family

e Leisure pursuits (exercise, hobbies)

After you've added up the hours, ask yourself these questions:

® \Was this a routine day?

© How much time did | spend with my children?

@ \What did | do with them?
® Was | home for dinner?

@ Did | do paperwork while Mom bathed the kids and put them down?

@ Did | talk with my wife?

® How much time was frittered away watching TV?
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