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  Every brave soul who has ever longed


  to be seen, heard, and deeply known:


  may this book help you build bridges


  where walls once stood.









  


    
  


      Introduction



    

      I REMEMBER IT LIKE IT WAS YESTERDAY. The year was 1994, and I was wearing my turquoise cap and gown, feeling the weight of both excitement and uncertainty that comes with graduation day. As we neared the end of the ceremony, my name was called, and I walked across the stage. But instead of returning to my seat, I did something that caused a ripple of curiosity in the audience. Where was I going? What was I up to?


      I made my way to the piano, a familiar place where I had spent countless hours, and sat down. A group of my classmates gathered around, and as I began to play the opening notes of a rendition of “Wind Beneath My Wings,” the room fell into a hushed anticipation. One by one, my classmates joined in, each taking a solo, their voices distinct yet harmonizing in a way that created something truly beautiful. When we all came together, it wasn’t just a song, it was a melody that resonated deeply with everyone in that auditorium.


      As I look back on that moment, I realize it wasn’t just about the music we created; it was about the way we came together, each bringing something unique to the performance. That experience taught me a lesson I’ve carried with me ever since—how the blending of different voices and perspectives can create something far greater than any one of us could achieve alone.


      This lesson, first learned in that turquoise gown, has echoed throughout my life—whether as a music producer since the age of fifteen, blending diverse sounds into a harmonious track, or as a basketball coach, leading my son’s team to championships by recognizing and harnessing each player’s unique strengths. As the CEO of Circle Urban Ministries, I’ve seen firsthand how a team of individuals, each with their own talents and perspectives, can come together to create something impactful.


      But perhaps the most significant application of these lessons came when I stepped into the role of CEO for the Association for Challenge Course Technology (ACCT). I was the first and only African American to hold this position, and to this day, one of the very few African Americans in the entire challenge course and zipline industry. I came into the industry at a pivotal moment, a time when many saw it as dominated by the “good old boys” club. I was brought in to bring a fresh, unique perspective, to challenge the status quo, and to advocate for change. But I quickly discovered that my voice, my ideas, often felt like a nuisance in the room rather than a contribution.


      It was a challenging environment, but the lessons I had learned about the power of diversity and the strength found in embracing differences guided me. I realized that my role was not just to lead but to advocate for those who, like me, were often unheard. I leaned into my unique perspective, used it to highlight the voices of others, and fought to ensure that everyone at the table was valued for their contributions. As a result, not only did the industry grow, but it did so in a way that was more inclusive, innovative, and forward-thinking than ever before. You see, throughout all of these experiences, the lesson has been the same: harmony does not come from sameness. It comes from embracing differences.


      And that’s what this book is all about. I offer a perspective recognizing that the differences we often see as obstacles—whether in our marriages, our workplaces, or our communities—are the keys to creating something beautiful and enduring. It’s about understanding that God designed us to be different for a reason and that by embracing these differences, we can build stronger, more fulfilling relationships.


      Let me be clear: writing this book does not mean I have everything figured out. In fact, I count not myself to have apprehended (Philippians 3:13). I’m still learning, growing, and sometimes failing. A perfect example of this happened while I was working on chapter six of this book.


      It was a Thursday afternoon, just a day before Dominque’s (my wife’s) birthday weekend. She was excited to spend Friday night at a concert with one of her closest friends. It was going to be a hot day, pushing ninety degrees, and she wanted the perfect outfit. That morning she texted me, “I need your help picking out an outfit.” I immediately thought she wanted me to come upstairs and help her sort through her closet, which, by my standards, is enormous. Plus, there wasn’t much time to order anything online with the concert just a day away, so shopping didn’t even cross my mind.


      When I got upstairs, I found Dominque scrolling through her phone, shopping online for a new outfit. I was a bit confused but went with it. A few minutes later, she tried on something she had already bought, asking me how she looked. This was my moment to shine, to give the thoughtful and supportive answer she needed.


      And I blew it.


      Instead of offering a compliment, I said something completely out of touch. I wish I could say I don’t remember what it was, but the truth is . . . I’m too embarrassed to tell you what I said. It was dumb, and it certainly wasn’t what she needed to hear in that moment. Dominque’s mood shifted immediately, and the frustration was clear.


      But it didn’t stop there. Right after that conversation, I had to rush out to my office, leaving her stewing and upset. By the time I got to work, I knew I had messed up. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had made a simple situation much worse. So I confided in our COO—a woman I deeply trust—and asked her what I should have done. Without hesitation she said, “Why didn’t you tell her to wear something like what she wore to her album release? That would have been a perfect compliment!”


      I remember sitting there, thinking, Why didn’t I think of that? How could I, the guy writing a book on irreconcilable differences and communication, not get it right in that moment?


      The real test came when I got back home. The atmosphere felt thick, like a bomb was ready to detonate. Dominque was waiting for me, and she wanted to talk about my comment from earlier in the day. I remember starting off by trying to defend myself. Boy, was that the wrong thing to do. It felt like I had cut the wrong wire while trying to defuse a bomb. The timer seemed to speed up with every word I said.


      Finally, I realized that what I needed to do wasn’t defend myself but humble myself and apologize. I was wrong. As soon as I acknowledged that, it was like I cut the right wire. The tension eased. That apology defused the bomb.


      The truth is, no matter how much we think we know, relationships require constant attention, grace, and humility. You live and you learn. Even in the areas where you’re supposed to be knowledgeable, there’s always room to grow. In this book I will share with you what that growth process looks like. But before we get started, let me take you back to where it all began.


      It was three weeks before Christmas, a season that had always been a time of joy and togetherness for my family. But the festive decorations this year felt mocking in their cheerfulness, a stark contrast to the growing chasm in my heart. My ex-wife had moved out in mid-October, leaving our home echoing with her absence. In the weeks that followed, I had thrown myself into personal counseling and sessions with a relationship coach, clinging to the hope that understanding and change were possible. My coach advised caution, suggesting we avoid discussions of our marriage on the days we saw each other, to sidestep the landmines of past arguments and hurt feelings. I felt I was making strides, however small, toward healing and understanding.


      That morning, after sending my boys off to school, the silence of the house enveloped me—a silence that had become both a companion and a reminder of the void her departure had left. Working from home had its benefits, but that day, the solitude felt more oppressive than comforting. The unexpected ring of the doorbell shattered the stillness, jolting me with a mixture of curiosity and unease. Through the peephole, the sight of a sheriff sent a jolt of fear through me, my mind racing to the worst possible scenarios involving my family’s safety.


      The sheriff’s face was impassive as he handed me a manila envelope. My hands trembled as I took it, the weight of the envelope feeling disproportionately heavy. I can’t recall if he uttered the words “You’ve been served,” because in that moment, the world around me seemed to fall away into silence, a vacuum where time and sound ceased to exist. I numbly opened the envelope, and as my eyes fell on the summons to appear in divorce court, a sense of surreal disbelief washed over me. “Irreconcilable differences,” it stated coldly, a sterile label for the myriad of unspoken words, unshed tears, and unresolved conflicts that had brought us to this precipice.


      The pain of that moment was visceral, a physical ache that radiated through my chest and clenched around my heart. It wasn’t just the end of my marriage that the papers signified; it was the shattering of a shared life, dreams turned to dust, and the profound grief of losing not just a partner but a part of myself. The realization that despite our best efforts, despite the counseling and the desperate attempts to bridge our differences, we had reached a point of no return was overwhelming.


      I want to make it clear that my ex-wife is not a villain in this story. She is a person of depth and complexity, with whom I shared years of love, laughter, and challenges. Our journey together wasn’t marred by a lack of love but by a lack of understanding and the tools necessary to navigate the vast ocean of differences between us. This moment, this heart-rending pivot in our lives, was not about assigning blame but about acknowledging that sometimes love, in its purest form, means letting go.


      As I stood there alone, the divorce papers in hand, the festive lights blurring through tears, I felt an indescribable loneliness. Yet this was nothing compared to the tumultuous journey that lay ahead for my children. The grief I experienced paled in comparison to theirs—a grief that was profound and beyond my deepest comprehension. Watching their world, everything they knew and found comfort in, being irrevocably turned upside down was a sight that tore at the very fabric of my being. The stark realization hit me: there was absolutely nothing I could do to shield them from this pain.


      In the ensuing days and months, the depth of their grief became evident. My attempts to maintain a semblance of normalcy, to be a pillar of strength for them, often felt like an exercise in futility. I was their coach, not just in basketball where I taught them about the discipline and teamwork needed to become champions, but in life. Yet there I was, trying to instill lessons of perseverance and victory while feeling like everything in my personal life echoed defeat. The irony was not lost on me: preaching about winning strategies on the court when my life seemed to be a testament to loss.


      My children, once vibrant and full of life, retreated into themselves, becoming shadows of the joyous beings they used to be. From 2014 to 2020, until the entry of my current wife into our lives, they often went days speaking very few words, their silence a stark testament to the inner turmoil they were experiencing. It was during these years that I came to understand the profound impact of divorce on children. The notion that children are resilient and unaffected by the dissolution of their parents’ marriage is a myth, a lie that minimizes the deep and lasting scars such events can leave.


      I’ve heard people casually remark that children adapt, that they are young enough to bounce back from anything. But witnessing my own children’s journey through this labyrinth of grief and confusion, I knew this to be false (at least in my personal experience). The impact of our divorce on them was tangible, a silent storm that raged within, altering their perception of stability, love, and even family.


      The transformation was heart-wrenching. Moments of shared laughter and joy became rare, replaced by a pervasive sense of loss that hung heavily in our home. The resilience of children, often touted by well-meaning individuals, does not account for the internal struggle they face, the questions they can’t articulate, and the sense of security that has been stripped away.


      This journey taught me the importance of acknowledging the deep and often unseen wounds children endure in the wake of divorce. It underscored the need for patience, understanding, and an open channel of communication, even when the words seemed to fall on deaf ears. My children’s gradual emergence from their shells, their slow journey back to a place of trust and openness, was a testament to the healing power of love, patience, and the unwavering support of those who stood by them through the darkest of times. This transformation was not ours alone; it was nurtured by the support of friends and family, individuals who became our pillars of strength, offering solace and encouragement when the path ahead seemed insurmountable.


      During this period of healing, my children and I were confronted with one of the most profound lessons of our lives: the importance of embracing and loving our unique selves. The journey to recovery was paved not just with the support we received from others but with the internal realization that being true to oneself is the cornerstone of genuine healing and happiness. We learned that, to navigate through our pain and emerge stronger, we had to be not just ourselves but unapologetically so. This authenticity became our guiding light, a beacon that led us out of despair.


      As we each embarked on this journey of self-discovery and acceptance, a remarkable transformation unfolded. We began to attract people into our lives who mirrored our authenticity, individuals who valued us for who we truly were and who celebrated our uniqueness rather than seeking to change it. This newfound circle of friends and extended family members enriched our lives immeasurably, providing a network of support and love that reinforced the idea that we were not alone in our struggles.


      This process of learning to love our unique selves and being unapologetically authentic was a powerful catalyst for change. It taught us that the foundation of true connection with others lies in the courage to be oneself, with all the vulnerabilities and strengths that come with it. Our descent into despair, though fraught with challenges, ultimately led to a deeper understanding of ourselves and the kind of people with whom we wanted to be surrounded.


      The emergence from our collective shell was a slow but steady process, marked by moments of joy, setbacks, and eventual triumphs. It was a journey that underscored the importance of authenticity, not just as a means to personal fulfillment but as a magnet that draws in the right people—those who not only understand our journey but are willing to walk with us, offering their support, love, and acceptance.


      In this way, the support of friends and family, coupled with our commitment to being true to ourselves, became the cornerstone of our healing. It allowed us to rebuild our lives on a foundation of authenticity, understanding, and mutual respect, setting us on a path toward a future where despair has been replaced with hope and isolation with community. This journey, though born out of one of the darkest periods of our lives, has illuminated the path forward in ways we could never have imagined, teaching us the invaluable lesson that the key to attracting love and support lies in the courage to be unapologetically ourselves and expecting to encounter differences that are irreconcilable.


      This newfound embrace of our differences and the warmth of our supportive community ended up setting the stage for a moment that would change everything.


      The introduction of my new wife into our family’s life was a turning point, an event that signaled the dawn of a new era filled with hope, laughter, and a redefined sense of what it means to be a family. Her presence brought about a transformation that breathed new life into our home, making it a sanctuary where each of us could truly be ourselves. Among the many stories that illustrate her profound impact, one involving my youngest son (now in his early twenties), stands out as a testament to her remarkable ability to connect with and bring out the best in us.


      My son had a unique way of entering a room. He would stealthily sneak in, often making a peculiar sound to announce his presence without startling anyone. This sound, reminiscent of a whale’s call, was his signature, a quirky yet endearing aspect of his personality. It was a part of who he was, a way for him to maintain his sense of self in a world that often demanded conformity.


      On a day that now holds a special place in my heart, my wife—at the time my girlfriend—came over to our house. Anticipating my son’s approach, she, having somehow picked up on this unique greeting, preempted him by making the whale sound first as he was about to enter the kitchen. The surprise and delight on his face were unmistakable. He responded with his signature sound and stepped into the room, a wordless exchange that spoke volumes. In that moment, without a word being said, he understood that he was seen, accepted, and loved for exactly who he was. The look of peace and acceptance on his face was profound, a clear indication that he felt comfortable being his true self around her.


      This connection between them has only deepened over time. When my son was preparing for his high school graduation, a milestone in any young person’s life, he faced the task of choosing his graduation outfit. Despite my own sense of style, he turned to her for guidance. Her background as a singer, songwriter, and actress, known for her unique and often hard-to-find stage outfits, made her the perfect ally. She wasn’t just someone who could help him pick out clothing; she was a source of inspiration, a person who embodied the essence of individuality and creativity that he admired.


      Their bond over something as simple as selecting an outfit for graduation underscored the deeper connection they shared—a relationship built on mutual respect, understanding, and an unspoken agreement to meet each other exactly where they were. Her influence on him, and indeed on all of us, has been immeasurable. She has become an integral part of our family’s journey toward healing and rediscovery, a reminder of the power of acceptance, love, and the courage to be unabashedly ourselves. In her my son found not just a stepmother but a friend, a mentor, and a fellow traveler on the path to self-discovery, proving once again that in the most unexpected moments, we can find connections across differences that change our lives for the better.


      My journey to wholeness, though worth it, was not easy. The silence after my divorce was unlike anything I had ever experienced before. Some days I would sit in the stillness and feel completely unmoored. Who was I without the roles I had come to define myself by: husband, father, provider? What was left when those things were taken away?


      I had no idea who I was anymore. I remembered a time in my life when I loved singing and producing music, when the creative process filled me with a sense of purpose and passion. Music had been my outlet, my way of expressing myself and making sense of the world. But in the hustle and grind of life, I had let that part of me slip away. I had sold all of my music production equipment, convinced I needed to focus on being a “responsible” husband and father. I told myself that those dreams and passions were part of a younger, more carefree version of me and that it was time to bury them in favor of providing for my family.


      I had believed that was the right thing to do. I thought it was what a good husband and father was supposed to do. But in trying to be everything for everyone else, I lost myself. I lost the part of me that thrived on creativity, that found joy in creating something out of nothing. I’d buried that passion so deep that I forgot it was even there. And in the silence after my divorce, I was left to confront the absence of not just my marriage but myself.


      I would sit in the quiet house with nothing but my thoughts and wonder how I had gotten here. Who was I now? I wasn’t the man I used to be, the one who dreamed of making music, of being a producer, of creating something lasting. But I also wasn’t the husband I had defined myself as for so many years. I felt like I was floating in between two identities, neither of which seemed to fit anymore.


      And that’s when it hit me: the silence wasn’t just about the end of my marriage. It was about the end of the version of myself I had built over the years, a version that had been shaped by expectations, roles, and responsibilities. Maybe you’re feeling that too. Perhaps you’re in the midst of a relationship that’s unraveling, or maybe it’s a work dynamic that’s left you questioning your worth. You might even feel you’re losing sight of who you are beneath the weight of it all—the person you once were before the demands of life, marriage, or career took center stage. Have you ever asked yourself, What happened to the real me? Maybe, like me, you’ve built a version of yourself that fits the expectations of the world—a version that meets the demands of relationships, family, career, and society. But underneath the person you’ve created to meet life’s expectations is the real you, the person God created in his image. That’s where we find the imago Dei, the truth that you are not defined by the roles you play or the boxes people place you in. You are far more than that.


      The phrase imago Dei comes from Latin, meaning “image of God.” This phrase carries the weight of an extraordinary truth: every human being bears within them a reflection of the divine. To be made in the imago Dei is not simply to resemble God in a physical sense but to carry the very essence of his nature. Beneath the layers of responsibilities, fears, and expectations lies the unique reflection of God’s divine character placed in you at the moment of your creation. It means every one of us, in our individuality and uniqueness, reflects a different facet of God’s character—his creativity, his wisdom, his love, and his justice. And this truth is life-changing because it reminds us that our worth is not contingent on what we do or how well we perform, it is rooted in who we are as image bearers of the Creator himself.


      At the foundation of my identity, I was more than a husband, more than a father, more than a CEO. I was a reflection of God’s creativity, his love, and his uniqueness. And my distinctiveness was not something to be hidden or buried; it was something to be embraced.


      I had spent much of my life believing I needed to fit into certain roles in order to be valuable. I thought being a good husband meant sacrificing the parts of me that didn’t directly serve my family. I thought being a good father meant putting my dreams on hold indefinitely. But learning about the imago Dei taught me that God never intended for me to erase those parts of myself. In fact, those passions and dreams were part of the way God had uniquely designed me.


      In Genesis, when God created humanity, God didn’t just stamp out copies of the same person. We were not created to fit into a mold. Instead, each of us was made with distinct qualities, gifts, and personalities that reflect different aspects of God’s nature. God is infinitely creative and delights in our individuality. Our uniqueness is not a flaw; it’s a reflection of God’s divine creativity.


      As I began to rediscover this truth, I started to reclaim the parts of me I had buried. I remembered what it felt like to create, to express myself through music, to build something out of nothing. I realized that those passions weren’t just hobbies, they were part of my divine design. And as I reconnected with the creative part of me, I began to feel more whole, more like the person God intended me to be.


      This process wasn’t just about rediscovering my passions; it was about learning to see myself as God saw me. I had spent many years measuring my worth by what I could do for others, by how well I could fulfill the roles I had taken on. But God’s image of me was not dependent on my performance. It was not dependent on how successful I was as a husband or father. The imago Dei meant my worth was inherent—I was valuable simply because I was made in the image of God. To have been created intentionally, imagined in the mind of God, and then brought into being communicates something profound about a person’s intrinsic worth. It speaks you are loved, you are wanted, you are valued.1


      The same is true for you. Your value does not come from how well you fulfill the roles you have taken on in life. It does not come from your job title, your relationship status, or your accomplishments. Your value comes from the fact that you were created by a God who loves you and designed you with a purpose. Your uniqueness is part of that design. The parts of yourself you may have buried, the dreams you have put on hold, the passions you have forgotten—they are all part of who God made you to be.


      That’s precisely why I’ve poured my heart and experiences into the pages of this book. Each of us carries within us our own personal narrative, a mosaic of experiences that shapes who we are and how we interact with the world around us. Whether it’s in the context of marriage, a dating relationship, or the dynamics we navigate in our professional lives, the truth remains constant: we were crafted in diversity, embodying differences that were not only anticipated but intentionally designed by God.


      Our differences are in fact a divine blueprint. They are threads of uniqueness that, when woven together, create a reflection of the vastness of our Creator.


      So as we venture further into this exploration of relationships, differences, and the divine purpose behind them, I invite you to pause for a moment. Reflect on what sets you apart. Consider the qualities, the quirks, and the idiosyncrasies that make you unequivocally you. These attributes, these unique aspects of your being, are not coincidental. They are integral to your identity, a deliberate part of your design, and a testament to the diversity cherished by God.


      Whatever it is that distinguishes you—be it your way of thinking, your passions, your approach to challenges, or even the way you enter a room—embrace it. These differences are not flaws to be reconciled but gifts to be celebrated. They are what make you irreplaceably you, a crucial piece of the assortment of humanity.


      When you fully grasp that you are made in the image of God, it opens your eyes to the divine image in everyone around you. You begin to look for the imago Dei in others, honoring their unique qualities, their individuality, and their worth. It compels you to treat others with the same respect, dignity, and love you now understand to be your birthright. It redefines how you see conflict, communication, and even reconciliation.


      This book is designed to provide tools and strategies to help us connect across our differences. I hope you’ll see your own story reflected in these pages. I hope you’ll be reminded that your unique qualities are essential to the melody of your life and to the lives of the people around you. Whether you’re facing challenges in your marriage, seeking to lead a diverse team at work, or simply trying to navigate the complexities of your own identity, this book offers a perspective I believe can help you turn those differences into strengths. I invite you to think back to your own “graduation moment.” Reflect on the unique notes you bring to the melody of your relationships and consider how, when woven together with others, those notes can create something truly extraordinary.
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    What if There’s Nothing
Wrong with You?



  

    WHAT DO YOU SEE WHEN you look in the mirror?


    Not physically. Beyond the clothes, the skin, the posture you’ve learned to perfect. I’m talking about the quiet moment when the world is still and you’re face-to-face with the real you. Do you see someone created with intention? Someone carrying the fingerprints of the divine?


    Or do you see your failures, your fears, your not-quites, your almosts?


    For a long time I saw only the roles I had tried and sometimes failed to play. Husband. Provider. Fixer. Coach. Even now, I sometimes catch myself measuring my reflection against expectations I never agreed to in the first place.


    But Scripture doesn’t begin with roles. It begins with identity. Before you were anyone to anybody, you were already somebody to God. Before you were ever praised, blamed, hired, fired, married, divorced, celebrated, or overlooked, you were stamped with the image of God.
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