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YOU CAN’T GIVE  
WHAT YOU DON’T HAVE 

I remember that weekend as if it took place only a few days ago. We 
were at a Christian retreat site in the mountains of eastern Tennes-
see. A church had gathered its men and sons and asked me to be a 



part of a rite of passage to help usher these young men into godly 
adulthood. This was the first rite of passage I had ever done. Al-
though I have since come to believe that the rites of passage need 
to be conducted in the context of the entire church, this one was in 
an all-male environment. 

Both of my sons accompanied me on this trip, and the older of 
the two would himself participate in this rite of passage into man-
hood. That alone would have been enough to chisel this weekend 
into my heart, but it wasn’t the entire story. 

I knew the mere sight of young men being blessed into godly 
adulthood might stir something in some of the older men who had 
never known that blessing in their own lives, so I spoke with the 
pastor ahead of time to prepare him for the possibilities. At the con-
clusion of the ceremonial rites of passage for seven young men, the 
pastor moved seamlessly into the next spiritual moment. 

The Father’s Blessing 
He invited any men who had never known their fathers’ blessing be-
fore to receive that blessing as a son and a man. Without hesitation, 
nearly half the men stepped out of the room so they might be called 
in by name and received by the men of the church. 

I immediately recognized the first man to step to the door. He 
was one of the fathers who had just called his own fifteen-year-old 
son out of childhood and into manhood. I had listened to him just a 
few minutes earlier struggle to get the words out. When he finally 
did, he began to weep. I thought at the time that he was overcome 
with emotion seeing his son being welcomed into manhood, but now 
I realized his tears had not been so much for his son as for himself. 
As he was calling his son into a season of life, he realized that he, 
as the father, had never known true godly manhood. I watched this 
man enter the room and walk between the two columns of the men 
of the church. He then knelt down before the pastors and elders of 
his church. It was in that moment I witnessed something I’m sure I 
will never forget. 

Before any of the pastors or elders could pray for him, another 



man stepped forward: His own fifteen-year-old son draped himself 
over his father’s kneeling body on the floor. The opening words of 
his prayer still ring in my ears today: “My God, my God, you know 
how long I have waited for this moment!” From the mouth of his fif-
teen-year-old son came the truth. He had recognized the hole in his 
father’s heart—the inadequacy his dad felt as a man. There before 
his very eyes he got to see the wounded heart of his father healed. 

The following day we all came down from the mountain and at-
tended church together. At the conclusion of the service a woman 
came directly toward me with tears in her eyes. These were not 
tears of pain; rather, there was a glow to her face. Without an intro-
duction, she said, “I don’t know what happened on that mountain 
this weekend, but I know this—I sent two boys to the mountains and 
God sent me back two men.” 

Now it registered. This was the wife of the man whose fifteen-
year-old son had draped his body over his father’s body to pray for 
him. She, indeed, had received back two men. 

A Neglected Necessity 
In the eight years that have followed that initial rite of passage, I 
have watched pastors and elders, men and women, come to realize 
they had never known their fathers’ blessing—and that, never hav-
ing received that blessing, they had nothing to give. It was as if they 
were trying, in a spiritual sense, to write checks from a bank account 
that had been opened but in which a deposit had never been made. 

Before you think that a person who’s never known a father’s 
blessing is a reflection of poor parenting, understand that for the 
most part, our parents have never known the blessing. It’s been lost 
in our society, lost in our culture, and lost in our churches. 

The words spoken to Jesus at his baptism—“This is my beloved 
Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matt. 3:17 KJV)—have rarely been 
heard by today’s generation of parents. How then, if we have never 
known our fathers’ blessing, can we pass it on to another genera-
tion? We cannot give what we do not possess. 



Testimonies of Healing 
I’ve watched one pastor stand before his congregation and openly 
confess that he had never known a father’s blessing. He said, “I’ve 
known a father’s blasting, yes, but never a father’s blessing.” He 
went on to share that as a result of his realization, he had just spent 
the previous thirty minutes in the prayer room with the elders of his 
church, who had prayed over him as fathers would pray over their 
own sons. He said that now, for the first time, he was able to pray as 
a father and not just as their pastor. 

In another church, as the pastor prepared to invite anyone who 
had never known a father’s blessing to come forward, he paused, 
and for a few moments couldn’t even continue. Then he said to his 
congregation, “I can’t do this—because I have nothing to give you.” 
Turning to me, he said that his own father was with the Lord; would I 
stand in as a spiritual father to pass on to him the blessing his father 
was never able to give? Within moments his wife was kneeling next 
to him, for she, too, had never known a father’s blessing. 

When the pastor and his wife rose to their feet that night, amid 
the tears of his congregation, he told his church family he thought 
he had received the blessing through ordination and other achieve-
ments, but he knew now that wasn’t true. That night God had first 
revealed the hole in his heart and then healed the hurt. 

I suggest that the failure on the part of our parents to pass on a 
blessing to us is primarily based upon the fact that they themselves 
never received a blessing. 

My Own Story 
It was September 24, 1994. I had been on staff with Promise Kee-
pers as the new Regional Director for the South Central Region of 
the United States for a little more than three weeks. While in Knox-
ville, Tennessee, I heard of an event called “When Men Pray,” led 
by Pastor Onnie Kirk, and decided to drive to Nashville. I found my-
self, that Saturday morning, at the Ryman Auditorium—better known 
as the Grand Ole Opry—with a group of more than four hundred 
men who had gathered to pray. 



In the middle of our prayers, Pastor Kirk interrupted the gather-
ing by saying, “There are men here who have never known their fa-
thers’ blessing.” He went on to explain that as a result of having 
never known our fathers’ blessing, many of us were still seeking to 
earn or prove ourselves worthy of our earthly father’s love—even 
though nothing could be further from God’s plan. My eyes were 
suddenly opened to a new revelation. I had considered my heavenly 
Father’s love and my earthly father’s love as almost one and the 
same. If my earthly father did not love and bless me unconditionally, 
how could my heavenly Father? Pastor Kirk told us God loved us 
unconditionally, but many of us had never received that love. He 
gave a challenge: “If you are one of the men here who have never 
known the father’s blessing, stand to your feet.” 

A rush of emotions came over me, and I knew immediately what 
had been missing in my life for so many years. I had spent my entire 
life trying to earn my earthly father’s love so I could feel worthy, and 
without realizing it, I was also trying to earn my heavenly Father’s 
love. Although I wasn’t the only one in the room to stand that morn-
ing, it wouldn’t have mattered if I had been. As I stood, the Reve-
rend Don Finto and several other men gathered around me. Don 
took me in his arms and prayed a father’s blessing over me as if I 
were his only son. I was released! I had nothing else to prove! My 
heavenly Father’s love was unconditional—I couldn’t do anything 
that would make him love me more, and I couldn’t do anything that 
would make him love me less. For the first time, I felt I was, in fact, 
worthy to be called God’s valuable son. 

In the months following my experience in Nashville, I located my 
dad in Wichita, Kansas, after a separation of twelve years. Within 
the few short years that followed our reunion, God opened the door 
for me to share with my own dad about God our Father and his Son 
who died on a cross that we might be free. 

One month short of my father’s seventieth birthday, we knelt to-
gether in that small apartment in Wichita, where he asked Jesus 
Christ to be his Lord and Savior. Through that time together, God 
also revealed to me that my dad had never known a father’s bless-
ing. My father had been adopted, and I can honestly say that until 



that day in Wichita, he had lived with a birth certificate on which the 
word “unknown” was printed in the place where a father’s name 
would have been typed. On that day in March 1997, my dad realized 
he had a real Father who loved him unconditionally. My father was 
unable to pass on a blessing to me or my brothers or sisters be-
cause he himself had never known that blessing. He could not give 
what he did not possess, and it wasn’t his fault. 

It’s Not Too Late 
The lack of blessing on the part of fathers is not limited only to their 
sons; many daughters as well have never known their fathers’ 
blessing. And the elements of the blessing are no different whether 
you are giving it or receiving it. But the spiritual implications are very 
simple: You cannot give what you do not possess. 

I have come to believe that so much of our performance-driven 
lives is based on our need to be received unconditionally and 
blessed for who we are, not for what we do. In regard to growing our 
children in their faith, it’s been said that the acorn doesn’t fall far from 
the tree. If we parents cling tightly to the hurt in our own hearts due 
to the lack of a father’s blessing, it’s hard to imagine how we can 
help our children walk in the fullness of who God created them to be. 

If you’re wondering where you are when it comes to the issue of 
your father’s blessing, ask yourself the following questions: Can you 
remember the day you got your driver’s license? Can you remember 
the day you graduated from high school? Can you remember the 
days you succeeded or failed at anything in life? Can you also re-
member the day your father took you in his arms, held you tightly, 
and proclaimed for you to know in heaven and on earth that you 
were his beloved son or daughter and that he blessed you uncondi-
tionally with a father’s love because of who you are and not for what 
you had done or even failed to do? 

If you remember that day, you have something to give. If you 
can’t remember that day, you can do something about it. 



Take the Initiative 
The first step for me was to release my dad. Notice I didn’t say “for-
give” him. My dad hadn’t done anything that required me to forgive 
him. I had held him responsible for my desire to please him; that 
was my need—not his fault. This may sound really strange to you, 
but after not seeing my dad for more than twelve years, I asked him 
to forgive me for the bitterness and anger I felt toward him. As a 
son, I am required by God to honor my father and mother. 

The second step was actually receiving the blessing. Pastor On-
nie Kirk opened the door for me. If your father is still living and you 
can go directly to him for a blessing, I suggest you do so. 

Some might think that those who’ve never known the father’s 
blessing were probably raised in a non-Christian home. In The 
Prayer of Jabez Devotional, Bruce Wilkinson told the story of his 
own son asking for his blessing: 

I remember the evening my son David asked me for a blessing.… 
“Dad, I want to ask you a question. Will you bless me?” 

His mom and sister stared at him. I stared at him as well, as 
his request appeared to drop out of the blue. “David, you know I do 
bless you,” I said. “No, Dad. I want you to really bless me.” Then 
he stood up, walked to the armchair where I was seated, and knelt 
in front of me. Then he waited, head bowed, without even looking 
up. 

Do you know what flooded through my heart at that moment? I 
felt a tremendous desire to bestow on him every possible good 
thing. Here was my own child waiting at my feet, telling me by word 
and action what he wanted most was what only I, his father, could 
give him.… 

In Jesus’ name, I poured blessing after blessing upon him. And 
I didn’t stop until I was certain that he not only was blessed, but 
that he also felt blessed!1 

When asked by their children to bless them, I have seen fathers 
respond with the most incredible love and prayer of blessings. I 
watched a man in his late forties ask his parents, who were in their 
seventies, for their blessing. They were completely overcome with 



emotion and poured out blessings on their son. 
In the event that your father is unavailable, God the Father is 

raising up spiritual fathers and mothers. Perhaps you could ask 
those who have been your “spiritual parents” to pray a blessing over 
you. Ideally, approach your pastor and ask him to bless you. 
Through no fault of their own, some pastors may not completely un-
derstand this concept. Remember that many have never received 
the blessing themselves. If your pastor needs some assistance, 
there are some very good resources that can help him. The Bless-
ing, by Gary Smalley and John Trent, is the foundational source. I 
also recommend a wonderful book by Rolf Garborg titled The Family 
Blessing. Additional resources are listed in the back of this book. 

This chapter has been difficult for some of you to read. I wish it 
could have been easier. If it was painful for you, remember this: We 
must find the source of our pain before the healing can begin.  

I encourage you to ask yourself this question: What do I want to 
pass on to my children—wounds or health? 

FOR PERSONAL REFLECTION OR GROUP 
DISCUSSION 

1. Describe the day you received your driver’s license. 

2. Describe your high school graduation. 

3. Describe the event that would most closely resemble a father’s 
blessing in your life. 

4. Have you received a blessing from a “spiritual father”? Describe 
the person and the circumstances. 

5. If your own parents have not blessed you, can you release them 
without hurt and anger? 



6. If you have never known that blessing, whom do you have in your 
life to stand in as a spiritual father to bless you? How and when will 
you ask that person? 


