Pastsor Joe Finfrock feature
When the Graham football team gathers for meetings on Thursday afternoon, each player awaits the wisdom that comes in a weekly, five-minute speech that, on the surface, has nothing to do with football. 

The speaker isn’t there to reiterate the Steers’ game plan for Friday’s opponent. He’s not even worried about who that is when he walks into the room. 

He’s just hoping his words can connect with some of the 41 young men in the room. 

And usually the Rev. Joe Finfrock throws the perfect pass. 

“He always has the right words to say,” senior wide receiver Derek Sides said. “Sometimes you can’t explain it. He just does. It always hits home.” 

Since week seven of the 2012 season, Finfrock has stood on the sidelines at Graham football games. At the football team’s annual Rock Party that season, Finfrock spoke to the team about building positive character traits through athletics. 

Finfrock, 61, followed that up with a visit to coach Kenny Davidson’s office on a Thursday afternoon where he mentioned that he wanted to speak with the team again. So Davidson had him stick around for the team meeting. 

The speech was so well-received that Davidson asked Finfrock to make the visits a weekly occurrence. 

Being a team chaplain was not new territory for Finfrock. Before coming to Graham, he lived in Gentry, Ark., for 11 years where he spent  a year as team chaplain at Gentry High School.

When Finfrock moved to Graham 18 1/2 years ago, he didn’t have a team chaplain position lined up. He simply waited for God to open the door while he started working at Oak Street Baptist Church. 

Finfrock worked with the Lady Blues basketball team for one season. When the door opened again in 2012 to hold a permanent position with the football team, he couldn’t wait to reach out to the young men. 

“It’s a tough world the kids are growing up in, so I think any positive encouragement or input they can get, I really enjoy doing that,” Finfrock said. “With the idea (that) the end game is someday seeing these student-athletes grow up to be very successful in life with their family and their career and education. That excites me, that’s my passion.”

Finfrock’s interactions with the team aren’t limited to one speech a week, though. He always walks the sidelines in khaki pants, a polo shirt, a red or blue hooded sweatshirt if the weather calls for it and a red baseball cap with a blue “G” and a red Steer head. 

On the sideline, Finfrock gives off a calming presence and constant encouragement whether the Steers are up by 30 or fighting their way back into a game. 

When Finfrock comes in the following week to talk with the team, he uses the previous game as a guide. Sometimes he talks about remaining humble after a win or finding a way to battle through adversity after a tough loss. 

Either way, the goal remains the same: use sports as a teaching tool to help young men become champions on and off the field.

“He really emphasizes what we do as people and not just as players,” Sides said. “People outside like us as players and they want us to do really well as players, but what he really preaches is that to be successful on the field you have to be successful in your own life.”

During the week, Finfrock takes time to talk with the athletes about their individual struggles. He leaves them notes as a reminder to stay positive and keep things in perspective. 

“It’s been really good for us,” Davidson said. “These high school students, the more good influences that you surround them with, the better.” 

Finfrock doesn’t limit his interactions to the football team. He will occasionally visit the Lady Blues teams and other Steers teams when football isn’t in season. And of course, he talks with numerous student-athletes at Oak Street Baptist Church. 

Whether Finfrock admits it or not, his presence on the sidelines during football and throughout the school year makes a huge difference to the student-athletes.  

“Just having an even keel, having one person just always positive no matter what the outcome or the score of the game or how someone played, he’s always there and supporting you,” Sides said. “It’s motivating and boosts your confidence whenever you know you have someone behind you always.” 

Sides said Finfrock’s selfless approach has shown him what it means to be a leader and have true happiness in life. 

Similarly, Finfrock said he has learned more from the Steers than he can teach them. During his time as team chaplain, the Steers have made back-to-back state semifinal runs and now sit at 4-2.

Of course, the road hasn’t been easy for Graham. This year alone, the Steers have suffered injuries and two losses by a combined 15 points. 

And it’s in those moments Finfrock learns what it really means to never give up. 

“I think that’s just a tendency of human nature, getting discouraged or disappointed, so we start to shut down,” he said. “So to watch a team that gets behind, a team that has some bad breaks and they just don’t quit, they just keep playing hard, that’s inspiration for me.”

Finfrock said talking with former players and hearing how God has moved in their lives has been very gratifying as well. He recently spoke with two former players who have made changes in their lives. One wants to join the military, and the other wants to pursue a coaching career. 

Those long-term rewards make Finfrock smile as he talks about them, but there are still times he can’t believe that his seemingly minimal interactions with the athletes have such a lasting impact. 

“People give me a lot more credit, a lot more, than I deserve,” he said. “I have a small amount of time with the team compared to the hours and hours and hours the coaches spend. The investment that parents and families are making in these kids is tremendous. I just get to push the wagon just a little bit.”
