
 

 

1 

TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD: 
THE FATHER WE LONG FOR 

 
 

In 2003 The American Film Institute listed its greatest movie 50 heroes. 
It rated Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird as number 1. 
 
The novel about the fictitious town of Maycomb, Alabama, 
 won the Pulitzer Prize in 1961. 
Since that time it has been translated into 40 languages, 
 has sold 30 million copies, and 
 has never been out of print. 
 
In this series we are not really critiquing movies or the novels that 
 gave them birth. 
We’re looking at their heroes. 
And according to the American Film Institute, 
  the number 1 movie hero of all time is, 
  of all things a lawyer. 
 
A lawyer who takes on a case he is unlikely to win, 
 for which he received no fees, 
 but only garnered the scorn of his community. 
 
Atticus Finch is a celebrated hero for many reasons. 
He teaches us lessons about courage and compassion. 
He causes us to look at people for who they are as individuals 
 not as members of a particular race or socioeconomic group. 
He is willing to stand alone to fight prejudice and ignorance.  
And somehow, 
 he remains optimistic about human beings 
  and their capacity for genuine goodness. 
 
And if that was it, 
 Atticus would still be heroic. 
 
But there are other movie heroes 
 whofight similar battles and  
 who face comparable odds. 
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And, unlike Atticus, 
 some of these heroes actually win their cases and  
  save their clients. 
 
What then makes Atticus number one? 
What sets him apart? 
 
Here’s what I think. 
It’s his commitment to his children 
 and the wisdom and the grace he brings into their lives. 
 
I think that human beings, 
 all human beings, 
whether they know it or not, 
 long for a father who is a hero. 
 
All of us were once children. 
And all of us wanted then 
 and some of us still desire now 
 a father figure in our lives 
  who is masculine, and strong, and moral and kind. 
 
We all wanted someone in our life 
 who would help us understand the world and 
  teach us how to live lives that are wise and admirable and good. 
 
Really, it’s a desire for the presence of God in our lives, 
 that all of us have, 
 even those who don’t believe in God. 
So it doesn’t surprise me 
 that Atticus resonates so deeply in our collective soul. 
  
We all live in a world that is confusing and difficult. 
We all like Scout and Jem 
 come to a time where the innocence of childhood 
  with its simplistic view that people are either simply good or bad 
isn’t sufficient to explain the complexities of human nature 
 or how we should face reality. 
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And as we begin to see the world, 
 both its beauty and its ugliness, 
we feel the need for a hand from above 
 to guide us into maturity. 
We long for someone to help us reach the place of wisdom and  
 goodness and hope. 
 
And no one does that better than Atticus Finch. 
 
My theory is that Atticus is deeply and universally esteemed as a hero 
 because in him we sense the kind of earthly father  
   that every child should have 
 and we see a picture of the heavenly Father we all want to believe 
   is watching over us from above. 
 
The movie ends with that image. 
 
Clip 2.08.05 – 2.08.44 Final scene 
 
We have said that modern television and movies 
 often portray men  
 as brutish or inept or weak or absent. 
 
And you find some of the same pictures in To Kill a Mockingbird. 
 
Bob Ewell beats his daughter. 
And Boo Radley’s father has cruelly hidden Boo away 
 and has refused to get his son the help he needs. 
 
And Dill Harris, 
 the young boy who visits in the summers –  
  do you know who his character was based on? 
Harper Lee’s childhood friend, 
 Truman Capote, 
  who did in fact visit his aunts next door to the Lees in the summer, 
 Dill’s father is simply absent – why, we’re never sure. 
 
Clip: 7.43-8.45. 
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His father is absent,  
 but he is willing to make one up, 
 and a grand one at that, 
because his need is so great. 
 
So, many of the fathers in TKAM are absent and abusive. 
But rather than being the picture of all men, 
 it only heightens the need for a father 
  and the positive impact that a man like Atticus can make in  
  the lives of his children. 
 
Rather than bashing men, 
 one of the lessons of To Kill a Mockingbird is that 
children need a father who will stand with them and over them 
 and to whom they can always run home. 
 
There are so many themes in this movie that deserve attention 
 that we can’t get to them all. 
 
So instead, I’m going to go with what made Atticus the remarkable father 
 that he was. 
And how he was able to help his children 
 become made in his 0wn image, 
  caring, strong, moral and generous of heart. 
 
I do this knowing that many of us are no longer raising children. 
And I know that many of us don’t feel great about how we raised our  
 children. 
In hindsight, we would have done some things differently 
 and we have regrets. 
 
But, 
 there are ways to redeem the mistakes we feel that we have made. 
We can learn some lessons 
 and become terrific grandfathers 
 and/or we can become mentors to boys in the community who don’t have  
  an active father in their lives through our ministry Destination  
  Manhood. 
More on that later. 
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THE EXAMPLE OF ATTICUS FINCH 
 
1. AFFECTION: CONVEYING LOVE AND VALUE. 
 
Job one for all fathers is communicating to their children that they are deeply  
 loved and highly valued.  
The certainty that my parents care for me and value me should be the  
 foundation that every child can build his or her life upon. 
 
M. Scott Peck: The feeling of being valuable … is essential to mental  
 health.  It is a direct product of parental love.  When children have learned  
 through the love of their parents to feel valuable, it is almost impossible  
 for the vicissitudes of adulthood to destroy their spirits. 
 
This shouldn’t be surprising but perhaps it will be. 
An analysis of many studies in the Review of General Psychology 
 indicates that a father’s love or lack of it 
 is every bit as important as the love of a mother 
in a child’s self-esteem, emotional stability, happiness and  success. 
 
Dads, 
 your active involvement, in general,  
  and your expression of affection, in particular, are critically important. 
 
Parental figures for a young child are god figures. 
Parents explain the world to the child 
 and tell the child in many ways,  
  intended or not, 
 how that child should feel about him or herself. 
 
How do we help our children feel valuable and loved? 
 
WE COMMUNICATE AFFECTION WITH OUR: 
 
1. TIME. 
 
You’ve heard the expression: Time is money. 
It means that there is a close correlation between time and value. 
It’s a correlation that children at the youngest of ages are able to make. 
I know that my father values me when he gives me time and attention. 
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And it’s true not only when our kids are young. 
 
My wife lived most of her life overseas. 
But her family moved to Houston when she was in high school and she went  
 to college in town at the University of St. Thomas. 
 
I can’t count how many times Peggy has told me about how her father 
  regularly made time to come to the campus and have breakfast with her. 
To this day, when she tells me about it,  
 I can see in her eyes the certainty that he loved her  
  and I can feel the security and confidence it brought into her life. 
 
In the scene we just played, 
 you saw Atticus sitting beside Jem’s bed, 
 all night and he would be there in the morning. 
Throughout the movie, 
 you see him reading with Scout. 
  tucking his children into bed, 
  eating dinner with them, 
  sitting with them on the porch. 
 
You clearly see in Atticus 
 a man who is involved in his children’s life, 
 a constant presence that says 
you are not alone, 
 you will not face life by yourself, 
because I am here 
 and I am here because you matter. 
 
A second way father’s convey their affection to their children is with:  
 
2. TOUCH. 
 
Appropriate touch is a powerful way of expressing affection. 
It conveys that there is a connection between us, 
 a closeness and a commitment that goes beyond what we have with 
 others. 
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Gary Smalley and John Trent write about a neurosurgeon 
 who as he made his rounds  
 gently touched the arm or the leg of half his patients  
  as he asked about their condition. 
With the other half, he simply stood near the bed 
 and asked the same questions. 
 
He spent the same amount of time in each room. 
But later when the patients were asked to estimate how much time the doctor  
 had spent with them, 
the patients he had touched felt that he had been in their room 
 nearly twice as long as those he had not touched. 
 
A UCLA study discovered that people who thrive emotionally receive daily 
 between 8 and 10 what the researchers referred to as “meaningful 
 touches.” 
 
Atticus is a bit stiff, 
 maybe even stern. 
But watch and you’ll see how naturally he embraces his children. 
When they greet him on the sidewalk as he comes home from work 
 his hands rest on their shoulders as they walk home. 
He hugs them goodnight. 
And there are several times where he sits on the porch, 
 one of the children leaning on him or sitting in his lap. 
 
Here’s one where he comforts Scout  
 after she has had a bad first day at school.   
 
Clip: 52.53 – 53.19 
 
Years ago Marilyn Monroe was interviewed by a reporter from the  
 New York Times. 
Knowing that Marilyn had been shuffled from one foster home to another, 
The reporter asked: Marilyn, did you ever feel loved by any of the foster  
 families you lived with? 
 
Once, the movie star replied, 
 once when I was 7 or 8, the woman I was living with was putting on  
  makeup and I was watching her. 
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… She reached out and patted my cheeks with her rouge puff. 
 For that moment, I felt loved. 
 
An event that lasted two seconds –  
 but it was powerful enough to be remembered years later. 
Why? 
 Because appropriate touch is a powerful communicator of affection and  
  care. 
 
Smalley and Trent: Parents need to know that neglecting to meaningfully 
 touch their children starves them of genuine acceptance – so much so that 
 it can drive them into the arms of someone else who is all too willing to  
 touch them. 
 
Proper touch says you belong to me and I belong to you. 
I like you and I love you. 
 
3. TALK. 
 
 And by talk I mean conversation, 
 talking and listening. 
 
It’s amazing how many conversations we see between Atticus and his  
 children. 
He listens to their thoughts and shares his. 
 
Some critics have said that  
 Scout’s and Jem’s vocabularies are too advanced for children  
  the age they’re supposed to be. 
 
That may be so. 
But it’s also possible 
 that they have learned to express themselves in a somewhat adult way 
  because they have spoken so often and about important matters with   
  their father. 
 
Conversations where I listen to you  
 convey that I value your thoughts 
  because I value you. 
 



 

 

9 

And words that a father speaks to a child – also have great power. 
You’ve heard the phrase “sticks and stones can break my bones, but words 
 can never hurt me.” 
 
I wish that were true. 
But having listened to the stories of people who struggle with their past, 
 I‘ve seen that a father’s words have a dramatic power for good or for ill in  
 the lives of children. 
 
That little phrase, “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can 
 never hurt me,” 
 I’ve heard it restated in a way that’s more realistic. 
It goes: Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can darn near kill 
 me. 
 
Children of all ages need to hear the words of blessing. 
 
And fathers of all ages, 

They need to say the words. 
I love you. 
I’m proud of you. 
I’m so glad you’re mine. 
You are so handsome, 
 you are so beautiful. 
You’ve become a fine young man or woman. 
 
Richard Evans: Children will not remember you for the material things you 
 provided but for the feeling that you cherished them. 
 
How do we create that feeling of being loved in our kids? 
 Time, touch, and talk. 
 
2. ILLUSTRATION: SETTING A CONSTRUCTIVE EXAMPLE.  
 
85% of everything we human beings learn, 
 we learn by watching and imitating someone else. 
We observe and learn from someone else’s example. 
And the example that has the biggest impact on children is what they see in 
 their parents. 
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That’s one reason a child is much more likely to become an alcoholic 
 if his father is.  
 
That’s one reason abused children are more likely to become abusers – 
 even when they know the pain that abuse causes. 
 
And positive lessons and traits are learned by illustration, as well. 
 
Let me show you one from a documentary about Larry Bird and Magic  
 Johnson. 
 
Here’s a clip about Larry Bird and something he learned from his father. 
 
Clip: Larry Bird 
 
There is a natural tendency for children to approach life 
 by imitating what they see in their parents. 
 
Like it or not, 
 our lives set an example for our children, telling them: “Live life this  
 way.” 
 
It’s not in the movie, 
 but in the novel, Atticus says: 
 
Atticus Finch: Before Jem looks at anyone else he looks at me, and I’ve 
 tried to live so I can look squarely back at him. 
 
If you noticed in the film, 
 the children are fascinated with their father. 
 
They follow him to the jail 
 where he sits alone, 
 waiting for a lynch mob to arrive. 
 
 
They go to the courthouse 
 and watch from the balcony. 
Jem asks to go with him  
 when Atticus must tell Tom Robinson’s wife about Tom’s death. 
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Atticus is right. 
Jem, and Scout, are always looking at him, 
 watching and learning. 
 
The two most important lessons that Atticus illustrates for his children  
 with his life are: 
 
A. The Importance of Doing the Right Thing. 
 
Defending a man who has no money 
 and who has all the cards stacked against him, 
 even when you know the townspeople that you depend on for your living 
  will despise you, 
you do it because it’s the right thing to do. 
 
Going to the jail 
 because a mob wants to kill your client, 
and when the sheriff has conveniently found a reason to be somewhere   
  else, 
you sit there all alone 
 because it’s the right thing to do. 
 
And when someone needs to tell a poor woman that her husband has been 
 killed, 
you do it not because it’s easy or even your job, 
 but because it’s best she hears it from you. 
 
Moral courage. 
Over and over again Atticus teaches his children the importance 
 of that trait, 
of being true to your conscience  
 even when you have to stand alone. 
  
Here’s why. 
 
Clip: If didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to hold my head up or tell you not to 
  do something 
 
One of the characters explains to the kids: 
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 Some men are born to do our unpleasant jobs for us; 
  your father is one of them. 
 
Truth is all of us are called upon to do unpleasant, difficult things  
 if we are to be men of character and integrity. 
 
And Atticus by example 
 teaches his children that he is such a man 
  and they should be such people. 
 
B. Generosity of spirit. 
 
By that I mean a heart that is open to others. 
A heart that looks for the good in every person 
 and tries to connect with that good. 
 
Maycomb is a town where everyone knows his place. 
There are well to do, respectable white folks. 
Then there are poor white folks. 
Then there are poor, country white folks. 
And then there are black folks. 
 
Convention tells everyone where they stand 
 and how they should treat others  
 and how they should expect to be treated. 
Everyone knows who to look up to 
 and who to look down on. 
Everyone except Atticus  
 whose heart is open to all.  
 
There is in Atticus a nobility that treats every person 
 with dignity, 
even those that society looks down upon; 
even those whose actions deserve little more than scorn. 
 
 
Booker T. Washington: I let no man drag me down so low as to make me  
 hate him."  
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The moral plot of the story is how will Jem and Scout react  
 when they discover that there is evil in the world. 
And when they learn that there is evil in people. 
 
Will they become cynical and angry? 
Will they give up on the world and turn their back? 
 
Or will they find a reason and an ability to accept others  
 look for the good, 
 believe the best, 
and be hopeful. 
 
And what they see in their father’s example 
 is a man who tries to understand why people do the things they do 
  rather than condemn them for what they do. 
 
They see a man 
 who realizes how hard it is for poor, proud farmer 
  to pay his debts in hickory nuts 
  so he tries to protect that man’s pride. 
 
They even see a man who understands that poverty and ignorance 
 and fear and shame can cause a poor white girl to wrongfully accuse 
  a black man of something he never did, 
 and at the same time to say point out the wrongness of her actions 
  and condemn the society that makes her feel the need to do so. 
 
These children know what courage is. 
 They know what integrity is. 
 They know what graciousness looks like and dignity. 
And they know what it means to look evil in the face 
 and still live with hope because you believe that there is good in people. 
 
They know all of that because they have seen it in the life and the example  
 of their father. 
  
Dads, 
 We are already models for how to live life. 
 The only question is what are we modeling? 
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How you treat your wife; 
 how you treat your kids; 
 whether you put principle over pleasure, 
 whether you put work over family, 
whether you choose character over convenience, 
 how you treat people who are poor and of a different race, 
whether or not you live to honor God, 
 everything you do is an illustration that your children  
  will learn from and tend to copy. 
 
3. EXPLANATION: VERBALIZING WHY YOU DO WHAT YOU 
 DO. 
 
Children are excellent at recording. 
They can remember in great detail 
 what happened and what you did. 
But they aren’t good at interpreting the reason for what you did. 
 
They haven’t had enough life experiences  
 and they don’t have the intellectual capabilities  
 to infer very well why you do what you do. 
They need an explanation. 
 
Atticus excels here. 
He takes the time 
 and he takes his children’s moral development seriously enough 
  to tell them why he does what he does. 
 
He explained to Scout in a scene we watched earlier: 
 You never really understand a person until you consider things from his  
 point of view – till you climb inside of his skin and walk around in it. 
That’s why you listen to others 
 and that’s why you don’t jump to conclusions or rush to judgment. 
 
And then there’s this scene, 
 though it occurs early in the film, 
that describes why you don’t allow others to hurt 
 Tom Robinson or Boo Radley. 
 
Clip: 36.44 – 37.42. 
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It’s a lesson that Scout internalizes  
 so that at the end of the film  
 she’s the one that tells Atticus 
that making Boo go to trial for  
 for killing Bob Ewell 
  to save Jem’s and her life 
it would she says,  
 “Well it would sort of be like shooting a mockingbird, wouldn’t it?” 
 
And then she takes Boo, 
 who she has thought of as a monster, 
by the hand and walks him home. 
 
Saturday I attended a mother’s appreciation event  
 set up by our Destination Manhood ministry. 
Those are the men who mentor underprivileged boys in our community 
 without an active father in their lives. 
 
We’ve been doing that now for seven (7) years.   
And some of our boys are going to college this fall 
 because of the mentoring our men have provided all these years 
  and a special gift one of our Quest men made for scholarships. 
That would have never happened  
 except for this ministry. 
 
One of our guys said to the moms, 
 some of them new to Destination Manhood, 
We’re Christian men. 
 We love Jesus and we’re going to tell your sons that we love Jesus. 
 We’re going to tell them to respect you and their elders and authority. 
 We’re going to pray for them 
  and we’re going to pray with them. 
And we’re going to tell them what a man should do and why. 
 
It couldn’t have been scripted better. 
A mother whose son has been with us for a while said: 
 
When they say it’s Destination Manhood, 
 that’s exactly what it is. 
My son is becoming a fine young man. 
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He holds doors open for me, 
 he’s nice to the younger children, and 
 he takes the trash out for the older women in the complex. 
 
A newer mom said: I see a confidence and a maturity and a joy in the other  
 boys that my son doesn’t have yet.  I want that for him. 
 
You show affection, 
 you set an example, 
but you also need to explain why you do what you do. 
 
We do this because this is what men do. 
 Boys may not, but men do. 
We do this because it’s what Christian men do. 
We do this because God tells us to love others 
 and we want to honor God by doing what he says. 
 
We do this because every person is made in the image of God 
 so we treat everyone with dignity and compassion. 
 
Don’t take it for granted that your kids will get it. 
Explain why you do what you do. 
 
4. LIMITATION: SETTING AND ENFORCING BOUNDARIES. 
 
I have to be very quick here. 
 
We try to protect the things we value. 
We set barriers and boundaries around them 
 as ways of protecting them. 
 
And that’s what rules do for children. 
Limits tell children that they are valuable and worth protecting. 
 
And Atticus does that. 
 
He tells them not to fight. 
He tells them not to use racial slurs. 
And the tells them not to torment the Radleys 
 who have had enough trouble. 
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There are two huge mistakes that fathers can make in regard to discipline. 
 
A. BEING OVERLY STRICT. 
 
To approach our children not in love, 
 but with harshness and severity. 
No expert on children believes that works. 
 
The Bible doesn’t. 
Ephesians 6.4: Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead bring them  
 up in the training and instruction of the Lord.  
 
Discipline is never meant to exasperate the child. 
Our standards should never be unreasonable or unreachable. 
Our methods should never be demeaning or dehumanizing. 
Our purpose is never to break a child’s spirit but to guide it. 
And when our children become angry or bitter, 
 it’s a sign that we need review and possibly change our methods. 
 
Discipline is not about who’s going to win. 
It’s about – what does Ephesians say: 
 It’s about training and instructing. 
The purpose of discipline: to help the child learn self-discipline. 
 
The other error we make is: 
 
B. BEING TOO LENIENT. 
 
And this is a real temptation when we lead such busy lives 
It’s easy not to make rules and not to enforce them. 
 
But it’s always a mistake. 
 
Dads, if we don’t discipline our children, someone else will. 
 A teacher, a principal, a judge, a drill sergeant. 
 
I like the way Roy Lessin puts it: 
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Roy Lessin: Rules for children are like a pole alongside a tall plant growing  
 in a garden.  The pole is not there to stop the plant’s development, but to  
 help guide it into maturity and productivity. 
 
Atticus is a hero for many reasons. 
His example is one that makes us want to be better. 
And it’s one that is worthy of honor. 
 
Clip 1.40.31 – 1.43.17 
 


