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Dedicated to the memory of Martinez Newman.

I promise to always take care of your ladies.

Gone too soon but never forgotten.


Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. For thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: Do not let the prophets and the diviners who are among you deceive you, and do not listen to the dreams that they dream, for it is a lie that they are prophesying to you in my name; I did not send them, says the LORD.

For thus says the LORD: Only when Babylon’s seventy years are completed will I visit you, and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this place. For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the LORD, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.

JEREMIAH 29:4-11




FOREWORD

SHO BARAKA
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Anything will give up its secrets if you love it enough.” This pithy statement came from the revolutionary botanist George Washington Carver. Some say he single-handedly saved southern agriculture from soil depletion with his plant-based discoveries. Droves would travel across time zones to hear Carver’s brilliance. Science had never spawned such an agrarian innovator.

Just as notable as his contributions was his posture of humility. This is because Carver knew the secrets to his success were not his. The secrets of flourishing were revealed in his compassionate transactions with God’s creation. Carver parried offers of promising wealth to continue his revolutionary practices at a demure Tuskegee Institute. The masses were perplexed and unsatisfied with his answers, but in his unassuming way Carver revealed, “Not only have I found that when I talk to the little flower or little peanut it will give up its secrets, but I have found that when I silently commune with people they give up their secrets also.”1

At this same modest institution I met Jonathan Brooks, or John as I came to call him. Our friendship blossomed at Tuskegee University on the same Alabama clay that bloomed many great progenies before us. We were kindred in our affinity for hip-hop culture and quasi-philosophical discourses that were above our acumen and course syllabus. I must admit he was a much more promising student than me. To my bewilderment, he would often lose weekends in the Wilcox buildings laboring over architecture projects with dozens of others in the intelligentsia. So it was a bit of a shock to learn years later that my friend John, an extremely talented architect, had become a pastor.

There was something within John Brooks that didn’t come from the Robert Taylor School of Architecture. In college his presence was ubiquitous and comforting. He was a magnet that many of us didn’t know we needed. He was a unifier without the flattery. If anyone could maintain relationships with old friends or acquaintances, it was John. Like George W. Carver, John could also speak to flowers. Only his flowers were a different variety. I believe he discovered that he could architect flourishing in a way that no firm could construct.

Like many black folks that come from neglected communities, John was told that success was achieved by how far you could get from that community and its snares. But these same communities also made him who he is today. The academic and religious institutions cannot claim sole responsibility in making Jonathan Brooks. He is also a product of tenacious parenting, persistent ingenuity, hip-hop culture, and the vibrant social settings of the south side of Chicago.

It didn’t take long for these elements to finesse their way into his pulpit. He used hip-hop as a medium to engage and make complex issues simple. He soon transformed from Jonathan Brooks to Pastah J. His ingenuity innovated in ways beyond his resources. He ultimately found himself back in the community he was told to escape.

John has learned that if he quietly communes with people, he will learn their secrets. He doesn’t have all the answers, so he speaks to the flowers in his community. When his church created a scholarship fund, it was because he spoke to the flowers. When his church partnered with community entrepreneurs to create the only coworking gathering space and cafe in miles, it was because he spoke to the flowers. When his church developed a cooperative food program, it was because he spoke to the flowers.

 

He is a modest man who pastors a modest church, practicing humility and presence in a way that is simple. With all the good his church is doing, he has little desire to raise his public profile. He rightly displays how the church is the empirical evidence of God’s blessing to a community.

I exhort the reader to be challenged by the anecdotes of Jonathan Brooks’s theology of place without feeling the compulsion to replicate them. The principles transcend the methods. You can travel across time zones to investigate the secrets of his fruitful labor, but I caution you to not be disconcerted by simple answers. He simply listens to the flowers in the garden that God has placed him in.







PRACTICE ONE

RESIDE WHERE YOU DON’T
WANT TO BE

THE CHURCH-FORSAKEN POSITION



      Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of


      Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent


      into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon.


      JEREMIAH 29:4






INTRODUCTION

FROM THE MIND OF AN EXILE
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As I sat on my enclosed porch reading a book and enjoying the cool breeze flowing through the windows, instantly my tranquil July evening was interrupted with the sound of gunfire. I quickly jumped up to run into the house, but as I reached for the door a group of young men came running down my alley. I watched the direction they ran in case I needed to provide some information for the police. After about ten minutes I heard the sirens of the police and ambulance. Like most of my other neighbors, once it seemed to be safe I made my way to the alley to see if everyone was okay. Unfortunately, everyone was not alright. A young man named L’Terrick had been killed by gunshot in the alley right behind my house. Along with the pain, fear, and frustration of dealing with my hurting neighbors, many of whom are connected to our church, the typical questions arose from my friends and family who live outside of our neighborhood and care about my family: Why don’t you move? Why don’t you go somewhere else? You don’t have to live there. Why are you there? In these intense moments it is often difficult to think of proper responses to these questions.

Chicago is known as a city of neighborhoods—rightfully so, as we have seventy-seven well-defined communities on the North, South, and West Sides. I reside in the West Englewood community on the South Side, which is notorious to some but beloved to others. Local residents often use the term “Greater Englewood” to describe our community since it is composed of two tight-knit neighborhoods that sit side by side: Englewood and West Englewood. When I speak of my community, I may use Greater Englewood, West Englewood, or Englewood interchangeably.

In the 1960s, advances in civil rights opened more areas of housing to blacks, and many moved to Englewood, West Englewood, and other South Side neighborhoods. By the turn of the century this influx of African Americans had been accompanied by “white flight” and disinvestment by the city. This resulted in the loss of jobs, poor housing conditions, and an increase in violence. During the subsequent decades the population of Englewood declined by nearly thirty thousand residents. This phenomenon was not only limited to individual families but entire institutions, and the local church was no exception. In his book Shades of White Flight, which discusses the Christian Reformed Church’s flight from South Side neighborhoods, Mark T. Mulder states,

Within these highly socially isolated religious communities there are such weak ties to the broader neighborhood that members are easily predisposed to mobility: when they felt their neighborhood threatened by the arrival of African Americans they did not take very long to pack up and reconstitute themselves in the suburbs.1


Although we’ve had quite a few violent episodes like this in our neighborhood, contrary to popular belief it is not an everyday occurrence. As a matter of fact, just like in any other neighborhood, it’s a really big deal when a shooting happens, especially if it is fatal. Families are devastated and entire blocks are gripped with fear. It is personally traumatic and shakes the foundations of my family and my life and often makes me ask very difficult questions. In other words, contrary to what you may have heard about neighborhoods like West Englewood, it’s not commonplace for lives to be snatched away violently, for things to feel as though they are falling apart, or for mothers to lose their children before they experience all that life has to offer.

Events like these often leave me grasping for answers to life’s hard questions and many times have caused me to doubt God and struggle with my faith. How could a loving God allow such evil to happen in the world? However, as I meditated on this question this time, it felt as if God was asking me a similar question. How can such loving people, who live on these same blocks, allow such evil to happen? While I did not receive an answer to my question, it was becoming increasingly clear that I had no right to question God’s intervention until I began to answer God’s question about my own intervention. God was reminding me that the plan has always been for us to be involved in the redemption of the world, not to be spectators complaining on the sidelines.


    

      THE PLACE YOU DON’T WANT TO BE


      The passage in Jeremiah 29 that I unpack in this book is the impetus for the way I understand God’s plan for humanity in the world. Jeremiah writes this letter to Israel because they have completely gone away from God’s plan for their life. The expectation was for them to be a godly example and tangible expression of God’s presence to the surrounding nations, but they had become insular and concerned only with themselves. The mark of a caring society is their love for the most marginalized people, and God repeatedly sent prophets to remind Israel of their social responsibility.


      As a matter of fact, the letter is addressed to “all the exiles whom I have sent into exile” (Jeremiah 29:4). It says, “I have sent,” because it is God who sent them to exile. They didn’t make the decision. They didn’t get to choose. Initially exile is due to the poor choices of God’s people. However, the following generation is born in exile even though they had nothing to do with the initial poor decisions. This feels familiar to many of the young people I work with and the families I counsel, and even myself at times. We too were born into chronically neglected neighborhoods and have all felt exiled in the communities where we were placed by God. Just like the exiles in our passage, the issues in these often-forgotten communities were not initiated by the actions of the current residents. Yet they still find themselves enduring similar suffering and often perpetuating the same poor decisions.


      While this book is in no way meant to be an academic endeavor, I want to begin by sharing with you my working theological definition of exile. It is foundational for understanding my story and how this passage of Scripture has been used to reveal God’s hand in my life. It is a simple definition that is based on a lifetime of experiential research. Simply put, I define exile as “the place you don’t want to be.”


      A community resident once told me he believes that there are only two kinds of people who live in Englewood: those who have no other place to go, and those who have no other place they’d rather be. Ultimately, that makes for a bunch of exceptional people! When residents of a community feel trapped, they work extremely hard to find avenues that will help them create what they consider to be a better life. No one wants to feel stuck or as if they have no choices, but this is the reality for many in inner-city communities all over America. We know this simply by looking at the actions of those raised in these communities who are deemed successful by society’s standards. Professional athletes know that the first thing you do once you make a lot of money is move away from your inner-city community. It is honorable to give back your time and resources, but it is considered foolish to remain there or move back once you are economically stable.


      The 90s hip-hop artist Notorious B.I.G. says in his song “Things Done Changed,”


      

        Because the streets is a short stop


        Either you’re slinging crack rock or you got a wicked jump shot2


      


      Basically, he’s saying that people in his inner-city neighborhood didn’t have many options when it came to their future choices. They either sold drugs or tried to make it as professional athletes. Either way, they were not going to be on the block for long: it was just a “short stop.” This speaks to the bleakness of his surroundings as a youth. Just about anybody who has been deemed successful from neighborhoods like these has moved away. It is understood that to be successful means to move away. If you found yourself still living in your neighborhood or in a similar economic state as your childhood, even if it was lower middle class, you had failed. Honestly, I grew up believing the same things. Young people from communities like mine already reside in the place we don’t want to be. It’s not some strange place to which we are banished because of disobedience. Unlike Israel in Babylon, home is the last place on earth we want to be.


      Of course, conversely, there are residents who have made the decision to remain or return to these communities for various reasons. These are the people who believe there is no other place they would rather live, and their reasons for returning or remaining are as diverse as they are. Take my friends Aja and Kelvin McLanahan, for instance, who moved back into a family home in Englewood because they are committed to living within their financial means and increasing them. They are currently debt free. Now they partner with community organizations and churches to teach others how to do the same.


      Some have remained for decades because of vigor for the community and its residents and have been working to see the amazing people of the community achieve their dreams and aspirations. Mrs. Patricia Divine-Reed, a member of our church, has been working and living on the South Side of Chicago for decades and was the creator of the Boulevard Arts Center. This program reached thousands of youth on the South Side with the arts and was a beacon of hope in the Englewood community during the late 1980s and early 1990s. Some have moved into these neighborhoods because they have fallen in love with the history, camaraderie, and true sense of community. My friend Phil Sipka, an Englewood transplant, worked with a group of community residents to open the Kusanya Café, a resident-owned restaurant and gathering space. Just as in any other community, longtime residents who have remained in the neighborhood will often reminisce about the “good ole days” when things were supposedly so much better—though they know there have always been “challenges with changes,” as James Stampley put it in his 1979 book chronicling Englewood’s developmental journey.3


      I understand both perspectives. I was once a young man who was itching to get as far away as possible from my neighborhood. I traveled to Tuskegee University in Alabama for college, with the hope of never returning to Chicago. If I did return, it would not be to the same economic situation or neighborhood. I studied architecture rather than art or music because I needed to be confident that I could move the economic class needle forward for my family. Where I ended up economically and geographically at the end of this journey was paramount to my understanding of success. Now, twenty years later, as an unplanned return resident, I love Englewood passionately and couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. So what caused this drastic change? What brought about this 180-degree turn in a young man’s mind about a place he had classified as exile?


      After reflecting on my journey and the letter in Jeremiah 29, I began to change the way I looked at my “exilic” situation. I had been unconsciously asking questions like: Why did I have to be born in Englewood? Why couldn’t I be born out in a quiet suburb? Why did I have to be born to a single mother struggling every day? God, what did I do to you?


      God has been responding, sometimes rather vividly, saying, “Let me show you what you can learn from your seemingly unfortunate circumstances.”


    


    
GOD FORSAKEN?

One question I am often asked is where these incomplete narratives about certain communities originate. Are they all incorrect since a disproportionate amount of violence and crime do happen there? I believe the origin of these narratives is deeper than statistics and reports. It is an underlying belief that the presence of God is absent there. In our Jeremiah passage it is a juxtaposition of two places, Israel and Babylon, that create the understandings. For the exiles, Israel is the place where God dwells, while Babylon represents a place where God is not present. This belief that Babylon was a God-forsaken place and the Babylonians a God-forsaken people was the main reason they did not want to be there. This is why Jeremiah has to write a letter reminding the exiles that there is no place they can go where the hand of God cannot reach them. If we were to get down to our underlying belief about certain communities, it would echo this sentiment. There are certain people and places that we believe God’s presence has yet to reach. Not only do we believe God’s presence has yet to reach them but sometimes even that God’s presence has fled and abandoned them, which, in turn, gives us permission to do the same.

When weather permits, on Sunday mornings I like to walk from my house to the church. However, one September morning I decided to drive down Garfield Boulevard to take in the beautiful landscape of the midway and clear my mind. When I reached the Dan Ryan Expressway, which is about two miles east of my house, I saw a man selling newspapers (along with theologian Karl Barth, I believe preachers should hold the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.) I thought it would be a great idea to purchase a paper and see what events had taken place that weekend, as I prepared to lead my congregation that morning. Once I reached the stoplight, I rolled down my window and motioned for him to come over so I could grab a paper.

“Sunday Sun-Times, please” I said politely.

“That’ll be a buck fifty,” he responded with a smile.

I reached into my cup holder, pulled out six quarters, and dropped them into his right hand. He began to pull one of the papers from the stack nestled carefully between his body and his left arm. As he grabbed the top newspaper from the stack he looked at it with disdain.

Then he shook his head and said to me, “It’s a shame how they do people.”

Not having seen the paper yet, I had no clue what he meant, but it did not take me long to understand his look of disdain or his penetrating words. On the front page of the Chicago Sun-Times Sunday paper, the largest and most widely read paper of the week, was a photo of a distraught woman with blood gushing from her mouth against a pitch-black background. Above the photo in bold red letters was the headline “A Good Day in Englewood.” The caption read, “A bleeding woman yells at police during a domestic-battery call at the 6000 block of South Peoria at 3:45 a.m.”

These are the images and messages that residents of my community have had to deal with for decades. Even when community residents are working hard to combat negative stereotypes and narratives, their efforts can be quickly negated by local and national media. The same weekend that this headline ran in the Sun-Times, our community held our annual Englewood Arts Festival at Hamilton Park, where hundreds of residents celebrated the beauty in our community and had a truly good day. However, stereotypes like that misleading headline are ones that residents of Englewood and other inner-city communities have to fight on a consistent basis. The result of this battle is often that the greater public and many of the residents of the community begin to believe the singular narrative portrayed. They begin to believe, even with the positive things happening in their communities, the places they live are God forsaken—places to try to escape rather than to expect to thrive.

Like Jeremiah’s letter, this book is a prophetic work from a fellow exile to you. I want you to hear the voices in my neighborhood. I want you to meet some of the amazing people who have helped me to realize that God has not forsaken Englewood or any other place in the world. As a matter of fact, we read clearly and directly in the Bible that God has promised never to forsake us. If this is the truth, yet there are communities that deal with greater ills and injustices, we must ask ourselves who has forsaken these places.




CHURCH FORSAKEN

Jon Fuller, while director of the Overseas Missionary Fellowship, said, “There are no God-forsaken places, just church-forsaken places.”4 While he was speaking of the church being absent in some of the remotest places in the world, I echo that sentiment for the neglected neighborhoods in cities right here in America. Don’t get me wrong: there is no shortage of established church buildings or new congregations being planted in these communities. However, there is a shortage of community ownership and genuine church partnership resulting in community transformation. The church often exists in these communities either as fortresses built to keep the struggles of the community on the outside or as patronizing social-service entities prescribing answers for a community without ever listening.

This book offers a collection of stories and theological insights that come from over a decade of listening and partnering with the residents of the Greater Englewood community on the South Side of Chicago. It is an opportunity to hear our stories so that you too can see why it is imperative that local churches no longer forsake in presence or in practice the places where they reside.

The book is divided into seven church-forsaken practices based on insights from Jeremiah 29:4-7, 11. This first practice addresses how churches have forsaken our God-given position and fled or set ourselves up as fortresses in our communities. Practice two reveals that we have strayed far away from God’s original process of transformation, which hinges on us being with one another. This process is embodied perfectly through the incarnational presence of God who, according to John 1:14, “became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood” (The Message) in the person of Jesus. Practice three contends that many local churches have forsaken God’s original plan to care about the whole person by caring primarily for the “soul.” Practice four exposes that we have forsaken God’s directive to care for every place by disinvesting and neglecting certain neighborhoods. Practice five addresses the fact that we have forsaken God’s people by abandoning relationships, stereotyping, and jumping to false conclusions about one another. Practice six explains how we have forsaken the original purpose for the church, which is to be transformative representatives in the world by loving God and loving people. Finally, practice seven challenges us to see that we have forsaken the original perspective of the church, which sees the fullness of humanity and reflection of divinity in every person and place. We have been promised that no place is God forsaken. If we reconnect to these practices, which mirror God, I believe there could be no church-forsaken places either.








PRACTICE TWO

RETURN TO PREVIOUSLY
FORSAKEN PLACES

THE CHURCH-FORSAKEN PROCESS



Build houses and live in them.

JEREMIAH 29:5




I can reach my peak in Chicago cuz that’s where I was planted and where I can continue to grow.

CHANCE THE RAPPER




A prophet has little honor in his hometown, among his relatives, on the streets he played in as a child.

MARK 6:4 (THE MESSAGE)







CHAPTER ONE

WELCOME HOME
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As I unpacked my U-Haul truck at my mom’s house, I felt a deep pit in my stomach, wondering how I ended up back here. Just months earlier I had been gripped with fear when I received the call telling me that my mom had suffered a stroke while teaching her pre-kindergarten class. I knew it was the right decision to come back to Chicago after graduating from Tuskegee University, but that feeling did not remove the frustration of finally making it out of the inner city just to find myself back again. I am no stranger to moving: I have lived all over the South Side of Chicago and even did a short stint in the south suburb of Robbins. It was difficult to feel at home when coming back to Chicago during my college years because my mom moved to a different house just about every year while I was away. Regardless of how much we moved I always considered myself an Englewood resident. That is because the place I called home was my grandma Thelma’s house on the 6400 block of South Wolcott in West Englewood. Although the house is empty now, I have many memories of block parties, games of tag, and long bike rides up and down the surrounding blocks. Whenever my mom and I fell on hard times, we found ourselves back on this block with the woman who, although not an actual relation, graciously took us in at points when we were homeless.

Despite my conflicted feelings and another unfamiliar home, I had an adopted, six-year-old little brother and a recovering mother. It made sense for me to come home rather than pursue a job somewhere in the south as I had imagined. I wasn’t that worried about coming back to Chicago considering I had studied architecture and figured it wouldn’t be too difficult to find work in a city known for its world-class architecture. However, I quickly found myself disillusioned with architecture, which made living back home with my mom a big deal. Living there to take care of her and my little brother was one thing, but living there with her taking care of me was another.

Although I was raised in the church, I had only become serious about my Christian faith while in college. I often jokingly tell people that it’s hard to move to Alabama and not come back a Christian! In southern states like Alabama entire cities shut down on Sunday because the belief is that they are overwhelmingly Christian. After returning to Chicago in 2002, unsure of what to do with myself, I began working with the youth at Canaan Missionary Baptist Church in the West Englewood community not far from the blocks I frequented as a child. Canaan was a church split from the historic Ebenezer Missionary Baptist Church in the Bronzeville community. I was offered this position for two reasons. First, I had an existing relationship with the teens at the church. My mom had started attending the church in 2000, and most of the kids there were the brothers and sisters of friends I grew up with either at Ebenezer or in the community. They already knew me as Jay. Second, to be honest, no one else wanted the job. I also volunteered to serve at the Diamond Academy, the church’s afterschool and summer education program, which worked with youth from the local elementary school.

When I began we had about seven or eight dedicated youth coming to midweek gatherings at Canaan, most of whom were there because their parents were making them come. I entered this position not knowing what I was supposed to do with them and never even having led a formal Bible study. I began by playing a lot of games with them and having pizza nights and lock-ins in the church building. Out of necessity, because I was running out of ideas, I began using our weekly Bible-study time as homework time as well. Many of the students were thankful to be able to receive help with their homework, and even some from the Diamond Academy began to stay for our study times.

This connection of students from the church and the community, although unintentional, was the key to the growth of Canaan’s youth ministry. True friendships began to form and we began to travel together to school sporting events and special days. Our bond grew and the students began to invite other friends from the neighborhood to our weekly gatherings. By 2005 we were averaging between sixty and sixty-five students weekly and had formed a collective called “The Fam” with three other South Side youth ministries. These were exciting times. I had become so excited about working with young people that I had gone back to school for a master’s degree in education and began teaching in the Chicago public schools.

Much had changed in the three years since my return to Chicago. In 2002, I married my beautiful wife, Michéal, and we had our first daughter, Jasmine, in 2003. Michéal and I had moved into a small apartment in the Bronzeville community near the lakefront and were focusing on our careers and building a future for our family. Michéal was working in business and finance, and I had just begun my career in elementary education. She had been supportive as I worked with the youth at church, but we also started making plans about our long-term future together. Like most college grads, we had dreams of upward mobility and comfort.


MANY ARE CALLED, SOME ARE FORCED

Jeremiah seems to be writing this letter to Israel to exhort them to see with new eyes the place that God has put them. They had already made up in their minds that this was simply a place of banishment, and this mindset would not allow them to see any of the beautiful attributes of Babylon. Don’t get me wrong: he is not advocating the proverbial “lemons-to-lemonade” attitude. Jeremiah truly wanted them to begin to see Babylon with new eyes. While they may have never chosen this destination for themselves, and while the events that led up to this exilic event were horrific, it is the place where God placed them during this season. Jeremiah wants them to move from focusing on punishment to forging a purpose. Instead of asking why God would put them there, he wants them to ask where exactly God has placed them and why.

Although this may seem like semantics, these are two very different questions. The former is a complaint that doesn’t seek an answer to the question but rather an excuse to leave. The latter seriously seeks understanding about the new place and God’s purpose in placing them there. When you seek God in prayer, are you truly looking for answers or just an excuse to disobey? My wife and I had a plan for our lives and were comfortable with the way things were going. We soon found out that when we get comfortable it becomes easier to ignore God’s calling on our lives and pursue what we desire. When comfort becomes our ultimate goal in life, sometimes God has to go to drastic measures to remind us of what we have actually been called to do.

It is obvious from Jeremiah’s language that the exiles would have never made the decision on their own to settle down in Babylon. The violent and horrific experience of being conquered, pillaged, and carried into exile was not God’s preferred way of dealing with them or executing his will. However, taking them to this place of exile was God’s way of gaining their full attention. There are less painful ways to fulfill God’s plan through obedience, but when we decide to be defiant or disobedient, God does what needs to be done.

By 2005 the youth ministry at Canaan was in full force. Not only were we still meeting weekly, but through The Fam collective we had created a group of Friday night gatherings at different churches and organizations across the South Side. I had been a part of pioneering a Christian hip-hop group called Out-World, and we had just finished our first album, Undivided Attention, and were traveling and performing throughout the United States. I was enjoying teaching school, I loved my wife and daughter, and I was excited about the direction of my life.

Later that year, Lacy Simpson Jr., the senior pastor of Canaan, asked if he could speak with me in his office before the Sunday service. I had a great relationship with him. We didn’t always see eye to eye, but he had been supportive of me as a youth leader even when my tactics and methods had seemed unorthodox. As I walked in to his office, I could feel a palpable tension in the air. He sat behind his desk with his intimidatingly stocked library forming a theological backdrop behind him. He looked at me and began by saying what an amazing job I was doing with the youth ministry and that he hoped I realized how appreciative he was that he never had to worry about what was going on with the youth. I was honored by his words. However, for the first time I realized that I had been so enamored with the youth that I had not paid much attention to what was going on with the rest of the church.

The pastor looked at me and said, “I have a serious question to ask of you and I am not looking for an answer. I just want you to think about it.”

With a puzzled look I responded, “I’ll definitely listen.”

His next question surprised me. “Have you ever considered being a pastor?”

I responded with an emphatic “No!” Then I went on to explain that I was more than happy just working with the youth and teaching school.

He reminded me that he only asked me to think about it and not make a decision right then. Although I had made up my mind and had no plans to even consider his question, I told him I would think about it and I made my way out of his office. I later told my wife what he had asked of me, and we both dismissed it as ridiculous and something we didn’t need to take seriously at all.

A few months later, in March 2006, the pastor called me back into the office again and asked if I had considered the question he had asked me previously. I told him no and added that I did not have any interest in being the pastor of a church.

However, this time he followed the question by saying, “Well, I wish you would have thought about it because I have accepted the pastorate of a church back home in North Carolina, where my father used to be pastor. I was hoping to appoint you as the pastor of this church because I am going to be leaving next week.”

I was astonished and speechless. He looked at me and said, “I am offering you the position today, and if you take it we will announce next week that you are going to be pastor. If you decide not to take the position, then we will make the congregation aware that the doors of the church will be closing and they should find a new church home.”

I sat there puzzled and afraid, wondering how I ever found myself in this position. He went on to say, “Go home and talk it over with your wife. Let me know what you decide and we will move forward from there.”

That was the longest week of my life. I reached out to some of my closest friends just to pray because I was so confused and afraid. I waited until later in the week to sit down and talk with my wife. I had pretty much made up my mind that this was not a good idea. I had no experience pastoring a congregation. I had not been to seminary or had any formal training. On top of that, I did not even have a desire to do the job. All those factors, in my opinion, made for an easy decision. I sat down to discuss the decision with Michéal, expecting her to be upset, as she was my biggest advocate when I needed to say no to a request. I often referred to her as my “watch dog.” However, she too had some time to reflect on the decision. After we talked, she sat quietly for a few minutes then looked at me and said, “You know you have to take the position, right?”

I was confused and upset. “What do you mean I have to take the position? I don’t know how to be a pastor!” I yelled.

“I know,” she replied, “but think of all of those young people who come to church because of their relationship with you. How many of them would have their world destroyed if you don’t accept? Not to mention all our friends and family at the church who would be disappointed that you don’t care enough to even give this a try.”

I hated to admit it, but she was right. I reluctantly agreed to accept the position, hoping that it would only be for the interim until the church could find someone qualified to be our pastor.

After spending a week experiencing every possible emotion and trying to figure out what was going on in my life, it was time for the big day. The pastor and I had been speaking all week, and he promised to make sure the transition went well and to give me ongoing support as I stepped into this role. We sat in his office that Sunday morning for what felt like forever before he looked up at me and said, “Follow me.”

We walked out in front of the congregation prior to our musicians getting started with our worship time. He looked out at the congregation and asked for everyone’s attention. I thought it was odd that we were interrupting the beginning of our gathering time, but I assumed he wanted to pray or was just feeling a little more emotional than usual considering the transition that was about to take place. But I could never have imagined what happened next.

He said to the congregation, “Canaan, today is my last Sunday as your pastor.”

Many of the congregants looked around confused and shocked.

I was thinking to myself, “Is he really announcing this now?”

He continued, “I know this comes as a surprise to many of you, but I am so glad that God always provides what we need. I am appointing Jonathan as your new pastor. He is more than capable to handle this role. I want you to care for him the way you have for me, support him on this journey, and pray for him daily. Thank you so much for your time.”

After he said these words he walked out of the side door of the sanctuary to an already packed truck and drove away! I was left standing all alone in front of the congregation, speechless and completely frozen in place. I could not believe this was happening. This could not be real. I closed my eyes tight, hoping that when I opened them again this would all be a dream. But when I opened them the congregation was still there and in turmoil. I just stood there with no clue what to say.

Thankfully, the chairman of our trustees, Brian Dunn, stood up and said, “Okay, everyone, let’s calm down. I know this situation is completely crazy, but I believe we will be okay. We have dealt with some crazy things over the last six years, and if we can endure those, we can endure this. Plus, we need to give this young man a chance. Who knows? He might be exactly what we need.”

After his words I felt a little calmer, but I soon realized that our church service had not even begun. Was I expected to deliver a sermon or lead us through the worship? I have never felt more insufficient or ill-equipped in my life than I did in that moment. Like an angel sent by God, Brian looked up and said, “Here is what we’re going to do: sing a few songs, pray, take up an offering [well, he is a trustee!], and then we will reconvene again next week after we have some time to figure this all out.” He looked at me as if he needed my approval, and I nodded back as if I had actually given it to him. I took my seat in the pulpit behind the lectern, put my head in my hands, and began to weep.

As I have reflected on this experience, I have been able to name it as one of the most difficult and frustrating times in my life. I have also realized that I probably never would have accepted a pastoral position the traditional way. I had already made up my mind that it was an exilic role for me. Although God had been tugging at my heart for years, the pulpit was the last place I wanted to be, and the pastorate was the last job I wanted to do. When we are defiant and disobedient, God turns to alternate means of gaining our attention. While the beginning of my pastoral ministry was unorthodox and frustratingly painful, it is also a reminder of the unrelenting call of God. It is important that we listen when God is speaking to us and that we do not forsake the call of God on our lives. Even more importantly, when God chooses us for a specific place and a specific time, truly there is nothing we can do about it. In the words of Jesus, “Many are called, but few are chosen” (Matthew 22:14). I would add that when we don’t listen to the call, some of us are forced!

Although they were building houses and settling down while in exile, Israel had not yet realized their purpose for being there. They were to be God’s representatives to the Babylonians while living in the last place on earth they would have chosen to be. It took this major turn of events and dramatic displacement for them to even begin to listen to God’s voice. It would have been easy for them to be inwardly focused and only concerned with themselves while in Babylon. However, the directive to “make yourself at home” pushed them to invest in Babylon in the same way they invested in Jerusalem.




THE NEIGHBORS SHOWED UP

This pastoral transition happened the third Sunday in March 2006. The next few months were like a whirlwind. It is hard to remember the countless meetings I attended. I met with church leaders who were trying to help me step into my pastoral role and assist me in understanding the business side of church affairs. I spoke with members of the church who wanted to remind me of their influence on the previous pastor, as well as the amount of money they had poured into the ministry. I also met with members, some of whom had changed my diapers, who wanted to let me know how much they loved me, but they just could not see me as their pastor, so they needed to leave our church. Those conversations were difficult, but I also had family and friends trying to encourage me when I wanted to give up. Although I often didn’t want to hear it, they would share the typical Christian encouragements like, “God won’t put more on you than you can bear.”

Of course, there was one member of the church oblivious to all that was going on: my mom. She was the epitome of a true black-church mother and still is to this day. She was showing up week after week decked out in her Sunday’s best. Bright suits and church-lady hats were her norm. She found her way to the second row each week and smiled as I gave what I know were rather underwhelming sermons. But by the huge smile on her face and posture of pride she exuded each Sunday, you would never have guessed they were underwhelming. Her unrelenting belief in my abilities as a pastor and preacher must have rubbed off on me because I wanted nothing more than to feel like I had actually earned one of those smiles and amens I was receiving from her.

Conversely, Michéal was having an even more difficult time than I was. I often think back on the dramatic change this must have been for a young wife and mother who dated an architect, married a teacher, but ended up with a pastor. Now she found herself in the most scrutinized position in the African American church: she was a first lady. She often remarks that one week she was just Michéal and no one paid her much attention, but the next week she was expected to dress immaculately, raise flawless and obedient children, and give biblical counsel to any woman in need. The pressure often made both of us question whether we had made the right decision.

However, I resolved to make both my wife and my mom proud and put my best foot forward on one of the biggest days on the black church calendar: Mother’s Day. I could think of no better day to prove to everyone, including myself, that I could handle this responsibility. Anyone who knows anything about African American churches knows that there are three major days on the church calendar where you can expect a larger-than-usual crowd. We call those who only show up for these special days “CME members” because they often only attend Christmas, Mother’s Day, and Easter services.

As I prepared myself for my first Mother’s Day as pastor of Canaan, I was determined to emulate perfectly the traditional black preaching I had witnessed as a child growing up at Ebenezer M. B. Church. In its heyday Ebenezer boasted a congregation in the thousands and was a safe haven and connection place for a myriad of blacks who had fled to Chicago looking for jobs and escaping the terror of racially motivated lynchings and other abuses happening in the south. From its pulpit, great black preachers had shared moving sermons that granted strength and encouragement to marginalized communities for decades. I was ready to take my place on the shoulders of these great preachers and deliver a sermon that would encourage my congregants, lift up the amazing mothers in our congregation, and prove that I was able to handle the weight of this responsibility. I practiced for weeks in the mirror trying to find the right cadence, the perfect mix of poetry and prose, as well as the perfect key for my closing whoop (the term used for the melodic and enthusiastic closing of traditional black preaching). If I wanted to show that I could truly carry my weight, I knew that the closing of this sermon was what would seal the deal. I must have spent hours trying to pen the right words. In my mind, everything was riding on this one sermon, and people would either believe I was ready for this or not.

I woke up on that warm Mother’s Day morning and felt like it was going to be a special day. I was brimming with confidence, believing I had put in the work to be prepared for this morning, and all I had to do was trust God to take it from there. I even put on a suit and tie, which is a rarity even today, but I knew I needed to look the part of the traditional black pastor that day. Here I was, twenty-six years old, having been pastor for all of eight weeks, and I was ready to show the world that I could pull this off. People walked into the sanctuary in their nicest suits and finest dresses, with white and red flowers pinned to their lapels. (This is another black church tradition: you wear a white flower if your mother is alive and a red if she is deceased.) The worship service was going beautifully, the music was great, and by sermon time almost every pew was filled to capacity. I thought to myself, “This is exactly how I pictured it.”

I stood up from my center seat in the pulpit and made my way to the lectern. I thanked everyone for being there, and then I prayed and asked God to lead me to speak on his behalf and not my own. After ending my prayer I looked up at the congregation, and I could see a young man from the neighborhood walk inside the sanctuary and motion to another young man in the back row to come outside. Now, I knew both of them: the one in the back row was Dionte, who had been in my youth group for the last few years, and the one beckoning him to come out was his friend who had been to Bible studies before. I decided to step back and allow him to step out quickly, which also gave me a moment to catch my breath before I began. Once he made it to the door, I stepped back up to the lectern and asked everyone to open their Bibles.

Just as I was about to name the passage of Scripture, Dionte stepped onto the front steps of the church and a large group of guys rushed him and begin to beat him violently. I could not believe what I was seeing. I yelled at the top of my lungs, “Somebody help Dionte!” I pointed frantically to the back of the sanctuary, but I was the only one viewing this because I was the only minister in the church and the congregation and ushers were all fixed attentively on me. Once people began to turn around there was a large gasp of disbelief. I saw men all over the sanctuary jump up and run to the steps. Yes, you guessed it: a full-out melee broke out on the front steps of the church on Mother’s Day morning!

I took off from the pulpit myself, darting down the side stairs and heading down the side aisle to the door. My mother grabbed me and cried passionately, “No! You are the pastor—you can’t go out there!” Her plea was so passionate and heartfelt it stopped me in my tracks. Then she bear-hugged me and would not let me go. I was now forced to watch this unfold from the aisle of the church, facing the door. Mark Yelverton, the chairman of deacons at the time, was a police officer. He was not on duty but realized he needed to do something. He pulled out his badge and yelled, “Police! Everyone, stop this. I said stop this!” It did not matter. Nothing seemed to work. He was pulled into the brawl with everyone else. After a few minutes I saw him emerge from the crowd again and reach his hand into the air. Bang! Bang! He fired two shots straight into the sky. Everyone immediately stopped, and the guys took off across Garfield Boulevard and disappeared just as quickly as they had shown up.

After this I broke free and ran to the steps to check on the men. It wasn’t until I was able to get out there and help some of them up that I realized how serious a brawl this had been. Almost immediately I heard the sirens and I began to worry. I was unsure how this would play out with the authorities, and I also did not want to add any more drama to an already unbelievable Sunday morning. I hurried and got Dionte and all the brothers back inside the sanctuary. I asked for my deacon to remain outside and talk with the authorities when they showed up. To my surprise, not only did the police show up, but ambulances, fire trucks, and even local news media. This was spiraling out of control.

I called my wife outside and asked her if she would handle the media, just let them know that all was fine, that there had been a small misunderstanding but that everything was settled. I reminded her that we did not need them to come inside. The last thing I wanted in the newspaper the next day was a headline that read, “Church Brawl with Community Residents on Mother’s Day Morning.” After that I locked the front door and went inside the sanctuary. It was then that the magnitude of the moment actually hit me. As I turned around to enter, I saw mothers, wives, and daughters distraughtly hugging their sons, husbands, and fathers, some gently wiping blood from their lips and brow. Dionte’s mother, Tanya, who had been coaxed outside, was inconsolable. At this moment I realized what I had been doing before this whole thing had taken place. I remembered I was the pastor and that everyone in the building was looking for me to provide an answer. Walking back down that aisle was one of the longest and most excruciatingly intimidating walks of my life. As I stepped back into the pulpit and back up to the lectern, I wondered to myself what I was supposed to say. I mean, what could I say? Jesus loves us? Happy Mother’s Day? Nothing seemed appropriate, and to this day I only remember saying one line—“Welcome to Canaan Community Church, where guns make the difference!”—which was a play on the church motto that we recited every Sunday.

We were supposed to be the church where love makes the difference. I could not reconcile how we had been showing love and yet those young men thought it was fine to interrupt our Sunday morning worship over—as I eventually found out—a missing cellphone. At that opening line, the congregation burst into laughter. I am not exactly sure what I said after that, but I do remember asking, “Why was that okay?” I never preached that great sermon I had worked on for weeks because at that moment it seemed irrelevant.

During the opening plenary session of the 2015 Christian Community Development Association (CCDA) conference in Memphis, Tennessee, Dr. Soong Chan-Rah discussed the typical architectural shape of church buildings. They are often supported by a truss system called a Kruk, which I had learned about while earning my architecture degree. The ability of this design to span from one side of the sanctuary to the other without the help of columns, which block views, made it popular. However, when you invert this design, the top of the sanctuary resembles the hull of a boat. This has become symbolic of God’s people being safe in the ark as in the story of Noah.

So, here we were thinking we were safe inside our little ark, clothed in our suits and dresses, and adorned with our little flowers. God quickly reminded us that when it rains in Englewood, it rains on us too. I was so impacted by this moment that I knew our church had to do something different. Delivering a great sermon and proving I could be accepted based on church traditions just didn’t seem important anymore. For weeks I had worked to prepare what I thought was the perfect Mother’s Day message, but God had a different message to deliver. We were not located in West Englewood to do church as usual. Like the exiles in Babylon, we were placed there to be God’s representatives to those around us. It did not matter if this was the last place on earth we would have chosen. We were shown that day that if we were not going to get outside the walls of that building and be kingdom representatives to our neighbors, then God would bring our neighbors inside to us.
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