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I dedicate this book to my family—Cecilia, Zion, and Terence II. Thank you for being my church and safe space while I was going through the hardest moments of my life. I also dedicate this book to my biological father, Tyrone Lester, who has become a good friend in my adult years.

I dedicate this book to anyone who has ever experienced any form of racism, exclusion, or mistreatment for simply having Black or Brown skin.

Last, I dedicate this book to those who genuinely want to learn, grow, and make this world a better place, not through mere talk but through action.

In memory of the late Herman S. Lester Sr.





  


    [image: Image]




    

      As I joyfully read through Terence Lester’s amazing book All God’s Children, I realized this was exactly the resource we need for the wilderness season we find ourselves in. I first heard the term wilderness to describe the current season of our nation from author and historian Jemar Tisby. I think it’s an idea we should all grapple with, especially as we get ready to read this important book.


      Tisby suggested that the wilderness is a familiar theme through the pages of Scripture. (Commentators say that there are as many as three hundred wilderness passages.) Lester understands that while there are times that a biblical experience in the wilderness could be described as uplifting, we more often find wilderness experiences described as periods of disorientation, confusion, and even distress. There are so many different reasons why people end up in the wilderness. Moses was running for his life. Jacob was waiting to see if his brother wanted revenge. Elijah was depressed and depleted. The nation of Israel was learning critical lessons on their way to the Promised Land. But no matter how they may have gotten there, what they needed next remained true for all of them.


      In the wilderness—in these confusing, in-between times—Lester communicates what we need is direction, guidance, honesty, and solidarity. Those in the wilderness know they can’t ever go back to where they came from, but they also aren’t sure where God is leading them next. Hence, the importance of the wilderness.


      As a nation, we are in such a wilderness. We have experienced a series of seismic shifts that have forever changed the faith landscape of our country, and we are now navigating confusion, disruption, and even distress. What are the seismic shifts that moved us into a wilderness season?


      Rich Villodas, pastor of the wonderful New Life Church in Queens, New York, uses a helpful acronym to summarize these shifts. He says our nation needs CPR due to three forces: (1) Covid has had an immeasurable impact on every facet of our lived reality and continues to reshape the way we think about everything. (2) Political divisiveness and stridency are at an all-time high, and as a result, unity among God’s people has been undercut and diminished in ways that often feel unprecedented. (3) Racial hostility continues to morph, evolve, and intensify. The racial landscape changed dramatically after the death of George Floyd (as well as other precious lives), and though there was a brief period of heightened conversation, we are now in the midst of a White backlash that has turned critical race theory into a boogeyman and targeted curricula that teach racial history.


      Taken together, these three forces have forever changed the world as we know it. As Lester communicates in All God’s Children, we must move forward and confront the old ways things have been done in order to learn a new way of standing in solidarity with one another. Essentially, we must move into a new way of relating and commit to this type of change. But as true as that is, it also raises difficult questions. What exactly needs to change? And what does that change look like? And how do we participate meaningfully and practically in seeking that change? These are wilderness questions. They are questions that come in the in-between times as we navigate confusion and disorientation.


      It is exactly at this point where All God’s Children becomes a balm for the soul and Terence emerges as just the guide that we need as we learn to navigate this confusing wilderness. One of the first stories you will read about Terence is his experience of pastoring in both a Black church and a White church amid the forces listed above. From this special vantage point, he is able to help us listen in on critical conversations and learn invaluable lessons for the journey ahead. The uniqueness of Terence’s vantage point then continues to shine throughout his book. He is pastoring those of us reading it and creating a roadmap for how to move forward through this wilderness.


      And for those of you who are White, as I am, this is especially important. If nothing else, this wilderness is a season of revealing and of reckoning. It is critical that we do not miss the opportunity to see what we do not see and learn what we do not currently understand. Nobody ever comes out of a wilderness the same. We are always formed in the wilderness, one way or the other. We become harder or softer, warmer or colder, more curious or more deeply dug in, more open or more distant, more gracious or angrier. As you prepare to read this book, I invite you to open your heart and view it as a handbook for navigating the wilderness our nation is in. Allow Terence to pastor you in your quest for deeper formation that leads toward greater sight, greater understanding, and ultimately greater love for God and neighbor.
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      I never thought I’d write a book on race. It was not in my plans at all.


      One reason is that for a decade I have been focused intently on anti-poverty work challenging systems of White supremacy through advocating for those who are poor and marginalized in the United States. The nonprofit organization I started alongside my wife in 2013, Love Beyond Walls, advocates for the unhoused community, which means most of my days are spent in communication with people who have been overlooked by society, who live underneath bridges or out of their cars while trying to work a job or trying to find their sense of worth and belonging while living on the streets. This work has brought me before all of God’s children, including people who are Brown, Black, White, Asian, Indigenous, Latinx, and a whole spectrum of people from various backgrounds. As I have always said, relating to the heartbeat of when Martin Luther King Jr. decided to stand against poverty in Memphis, poverty affects everyone; it does not discriminate.


      It was only in recent years that I felt compelled to link the work of antiracism to my anti-poverty work in how I explain their intersectionality explicitly. When I think back to the summer of 2020, it was as if the “triple evils” MLK Jr. warned about converged on us all at once. We saw in plain sight the effects of poverty, racism, and militarism front and center. As our nation faced a global pandemic, I tackled the poverty issue by offering access to sanitation for those experiencing homelessness. It was my goal to keep them protected against a virus no one knew anything about. Then the murders of Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, and Breonna Taylor forced many to confront the racial trauma, injustice, and division in our country in a deeper way. As these protests escalated, pictures of police in military garb filled the TV screen.


      As these scenes continued to unfold, I realized I had a voice to lend to the conversation. In fact, I needed to lend my voice to the conversation challenging systems of White supremacy. As a Black man with Black children who is mostly serving in communities that are Black and Brown, I noticed those in these communities looked for words from me; especially those who wrestled with poverty wanted to know why racism and oppression always seem to go hand in hand. And while I do acknowledge that race and class should not be conflated because they have their distinctions, it is important to see the interconnection and intersectionality between the two and how one upholds the other. I think this is why Reverend William Barber II expanded on MLK’s triple evils to include ecological devastation and a call for national morality. Rev. Barber made it clear that bad policies, grounded in White supremacy, create a violent culture toward the poor and BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people of color) communities.1 There is a strong difference between race and class, but it’s important to note there are many overlapping factors at play. As Patricia Hill Collins notes, “Social science research in the United States generally views social class less as a cause of other social phenomena, such as family structures and dynamics, and more as an outcome of such phenomena.”2 In other words, many of the class issues we face today exist because of systemic racial injustice.


      While I have always known race impacts class in a profound way, I realized in 2020 I needed to do and say more about their connection. I suppose what really made me speak up was my growing fatigue at seeing racial injustice impact those I advocate for every day—which are people of color experiencing homelessness and poverty who are overrepresented.3 I also grew tired of the constant battle I face as a Black man and the subtle ways racism affects me day to day. The conversation became personal for me. Jemar Tisby says, “All racial justice is relational,” and I think he is right. As Tisby goes on to state:


      

        What sparks the desire for people to see change? How does someone develop a burden to combat racism? Often it comes through relationships with other people who are most adversely impacted by racist ideas and deeds. It is through knowing others that those we previously viewed as “problems” become people.4


      


      I know this was the case for me. The more I took note of the stories of my own accounts with racism, and the stories of others in my life, the larger I realized the problem was, and the more I knew I had to lend my voice.


      

        SEEING BEYOND THE SURFACE


        Everyone has a story, a history that shapes who they are. Some stories are filled with happiness, while others are marked with seasons of intense pain. For the past decade, I have spent a great deal of time trying to learn the stories of others. Often these stories have come from people with social, economic, or cultural upbringings different from my own.


        This work has been difficult because it requires decentering oneself and an enormous amount of compassion and empathy to show up and be fully present with others while walking with them through the darkest moments of their lives. So often when we see others who don’t look, act, or talk like us or who are not part of our social circle, our gut reaction is to look aside or even walk the other way. The bigger the difference, the stronger the impulse. However, the irony is that we all want to be seen and noticed in some way. We want to be seen and acknowledged in our families, at our jobs, in our communities, in our relationships with our close friends, and among people whom we have never met.


        Being seen is about having our humanity affirmed. Essentially, we all want to be seen as persons who possess worth, dignity, and humanity. Because we are all God’s children, we want people to see us. Yet as much as we desire that, we often forget and even refuse to see others simply because we view them as different from ourselves.5 So we refuse to acknowledge they exist, as though they were a bad movie playing on the fringes of our life that we would rather turn off than engage with.


        Inattentional blindness is the refusal to acknowledge the existence of what’s around you. It suggests you can be around something or someone and not give it or that person any attention. I would push this theory a little further to say the same thing could be true when it comes to acknowledging the history shaping other people, especially those who are unlike us. The term inattentional blindness was coined by two psychologists, Arien Mack and Irvin Rock, who published a book by the same name. They performed several experiments to understand how one could be proximate to something without paying full attention to it, thus rendering oneself blind to it. Many scholars have expanded on their ideas, but the foundation of their thesis is that if we are consciously unaware of what is around us, we could miss it or the person in our proximity, causing problems structurally and racially.


        According to the American Psychological Association, Mack and Rock’s research explains this phenomenon:


        

          In Mack and Rock’s standard procedure, they presented a small cross briefly on a computer screen and asked participants to judge which arm of the cross was longer. After several trials, an unexpected object, such as a brightly colored rectangle, appeared on the screen along with the cross. Mack and Rock report that participants busy paying attention to the cross often failed to notice the unexpected object even when it had appeared in the center of their field of vision. When participants’ attention was not diverted by the cross, they easily noticed such objects. Following these initial findings, Mack and Rock discovered that participants were more likely to notice their own names or a happy face than stimuli that were not as meaningful to them, such as another name or an upside-down face. Finally, the team found that even though participants did not detect the presence of unattended words that were presented on a computer screen, such stimuli nonetheless exerted an implicit influence on participants’ later performance on a word-completion task. Mack says, “I came away from our studies convinced that there’s no conscious perception without attention.” She adds that the findings also led her to suspect that the brain undertakes considerable perceptual processing outside of conscious awareness before attention is engaged and that objects or events that are personally meaningful are most likely to capture people’s attention.6


        


        While exploring this disconnect between the unhoused community and those who are unwilling to acknowledge them and their stories, I constantly found parallels in what those experiencing homelessness face and my own experience with being a Black man in America. As a Black man, there are times, almost weekly, when I have to deal with people who do not want to see me or know my story simply because they prejudge me based on the color of my skin. To be Black in this country is to be reminded of our blackness every single time we encounter discrimination.


        In 1961, James Baldwin, a well-known writer and thinker who still contributes to the shaping of Black intellect, was asked by a radio host what it was like to be Black in America, and he said:


        

          To be a Negro in this country and to be relatively conscious is to be in a state of rage almost, almost all of the time—and in one’s work. And part of the rage is this: It isn’t only what is happening to you. But it’s what’s happening all around you and all of the time in the face of the most extraordinary and criminal indifference, indifference of most white people in this country, and their ignorance.7


        


        I have felt deeply hurt each time I have encountered a White person who has ignored me rather than engaged with me simply because I was Black. Each time it reminds me of the historical suffering of my community and how much my ancestors gave just for me to be seen as God’s child, deserving of love, equality, equity, fairness, and justice. Imagine walking down the street and having a group of White professionals cross the street because they see a six-foot-two Black man walking toward them. Or being in an elevator where White women clutch their purses and White men step back to avoid standing beside you. Imagine standing in line at a store next to White people who are waiting to be served and, although you had arrived first, being greeted last; it’s essentially what Mack and Rock discovered: “There’s no conscious perception without attention.”


        Alongside my work with those experiencing homelessness, it has become my mission to ensure that no one feels invisible. As a Black person, I know what it’s like to see Black people silenced when trying to communicate our worth or views. I know the feeling of being overlooked and unheard when I have needed to share stories that have threatened my blackness, indeed my very existence, to majority culture. What if we learned to look past our biases and challenge our embedded ideologies that tell us to treat people differently when they come from a different social location? What if instead we adopted the approach of immersing ourselves in other people’s stories to experience empathy and connection?


      


      

      

        THE SUBTLETY OF RACISM


        As the leader of Love Beyond Walls, I’m given the opportunity to walk in many different spaces, including Black, Brown, and White communities. Many of these circles are wonderful, but there have been numerous points where I have faced some form of discrimination.


        For example, during the Covid-19 pandemic, I was invited by one of my White friends to meet a group of all-White real estate developers to talk about creating more safe spaces in city landscapes that do not discriminate against people who are unhoused. The meeting was after work, and given the fact that most of my daily interactions are with those who are unhoused and battling poverty in our community, my attire of choice that day was a hoodie and jeans. On top of this, one of my social distancing practices during Covid-19 included not visiting a barber, so my hair had grown out. Needless to say, I stood out in stark contrast to the White businessmen in pristine business suits.


        As I walked in, I felt the eyes of everyone in the room focus on me. Some looked at my hair, others at my dress, and others at my frame. It is the type of feeling you get when you are stared at with suspicion, instead of welcomed into a place. When I sat down I knew something was off because I could sense the tension in the room with these guys who barely knew me. My palms started to sweat. I had been in dozens of similar meetings, and so I knew it wasn’t lack of confidence. It was fear of being judged, of being Black, of being different from them.


        My friend tried to put the room at ease and said, “Hey, Terence, why don’t you tell everyone about your work?” And so I started to share. As I did, I made my best attempt at sharing in such a way that put everyone at ease. I answered some of the internal questions I knew were circling in their minds: Why is this guy here in a hoodie and jeans? How many Black nonprofit leaders lead thriving organizations? Does this guy know what he’s doing? I felt this need to validate myself.


        And as I shared, it wasn’t long before the trickle of condescending questions began. “Terence, where did you get your education?” “How large a budget have you operated?” “Is Love Beyond Walls a valid organization?” “Is it an actual 501c3?”


        Finally, my friend jumped to my defense. “Hey, guys, Terence knows what he’s talking about. He’s an expert and has lectured in many places.”


        But by that point, the damage had already been done. And it’s been hundreds of similar encounters that have convinced me of the fact that racism is still alive and well in America today, and we must do something about it before it creates more harm to BIPOC people and communities. This is a reality we all must face. As David Gillborn writes, “If we are to change the racial (and racist) status quo, we must refuse the growing mainstream assertion that racism is irrelevant or even non-existent.”8 Instead, we must remove the blinders from our eyes and take full notice of the lives impacted by systemic racial injustice. We must see people as God sees them.


        Some mentalities influenced by racism and White supremacy often reveal themselves subtly in ways that may not seem harmful but are actually quite harmful. Resisting these types of mindsets requires the power of story. Story and reframing are at the core of solidarity work. Knowing a person’s story and even perhaps the collective history of their community could be the first step in also acknowledging someone’s dignity and humanity. But it’s not just about knowing and acknowledging someone’s story—we must give that person or persons space to own their own narrative without tampering with their story. Such was the case with my friend Leonard.


      


      

      

        MEETING LEONARD


        I met Leonard one day as I was filling up my car at a service station. He stumbled up to a nearby waste bin and began rummaging through its contents. He looked to be in his sixties and wore overalls, a short-sleeved shirt, and a pair of shoes with holes big enough for his sockless feet to stick out the front. He tried to be quiet as he searched the trashcan for a meal. He kept his head down and did not make eye contact with me or anyone else. I knew that look. It’s one born from the kind of shame that settles in after you’ve been repeatedly made to feel insignificant.


        I called out to him and asked if he would come over. He looked up, and I noticed a slight spark in his eyes, clearly surprised someone had noticed him. When he made his way over on shaky legs, I asked him his name and how his day was going. Addressing someone by their name may not seem like a lot, but to those who have been made to feel invisible, it is deeply affirming. And while it might sound unusual to ask someone looking for lunch in a trashcan how their day is going, I often do so intentionally. This particular question offers people dignity, confirms that they have been seen and acknowledged, and, if they wish, offers them the space to share in full honesty where they are and how they got there.


        While most people who have been shunned by society remain guarded in their response, Leonard was not, and he went on to share his entire story. He had lost his wife and then, due to depression, everything else: his job, home, family, friends, absolutely everything. He said he was trying not to bother anyone at the gas station and would be on his way as soon as he found something to eat. I assured him he wasn’t bothering me or anyone else, and as my truck filled up with gas, our conversation deepened until I found the courage to ask him a more personal question.


        “Leonard, if you had one wish, what would it be?”


        Without hesitation, he responded, “I wish I could be made over.”


        For a moment, I thought he meant that he wanted to start his life over and perhaps make different choices. But as he plucked at his soiled shirt and ragged beard, the debris and dirt falling from both like snow, I realized he meant something different entirely. He simply wished for a wash and maybe a trim. A makeover!


        All Leonard wanted was a shower and the feeling of dignity that comes from being clean. I knew there were shelters that offered services like this, but there were usually strings attached, making the reward not worth the risk. Besides, the closest shelter was more than ten miles away. That would have been a long hike even for me, at half this man’s age and with a full belly.


        This exchange reminded me of how critical it is to make connections with people that go beyond the surface. As many people do every day, I could have looked at Leonard through a lens of disdain and used my imagination to think of everything that might have caused him to end up on the street. But it was more important to take the time to hear his unique story.


        Ironically, there are many similarities between how those who are experiencing homelessness are treated and those who are Black are treated. When you live without an address, people look through you, fear you, call the police on you, discriminate against you, and even spew harsh and damaging words at you. The same could be said for those of us who live in Black skin. People of color are systematically overlooked, feared because of an unfair mischaracterization, discriminated against in public spaces and in organizations, and subject to dehumanizing and unwarranted narratives. Consider table 1 and its parallel nature.


        

          

            Table 1. My experiences


          


          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Experiences While Experiencing Homelessness


                  	Experiences as a Black Person


                


                

                  	Criminalized for existing in public spaces


                  	Criminalized for existing in public spaces


                


                

                  	Overlooked and mistreated for experiencing homelessness


                  	Overlooked and mistreated for being Black


                


                

                  	Socially excluded for being unhoused


                  	Socially excluded for being Black


                


                

                  	Feared for experiencing homelessness


                  	Feared for being Black


                


                

                  	Discriminated against for experiencing homelessness


                  	Discriminated against for skin color


                


                

                  	Constantly fighting false narratives for experiencing homelessness


                  	Constantly fighting false narratives and anti-blackness


                


              

            


          


        


        In a real sense, I had a deep empathy for Leonard because I felt his pain, albeit in a different way. Because of this, I couldn’t help but see him as a beloved child of God. It’s only when we allow people into our lives to share their individual and collective stories that we begin to recognize their humanity alongside our own, and, in turn, we can extend empathy, compassion, and understanding to them. I believe this is what MLK Jr. was getting at when he described his picture for the beloved community. King cast a clear vision immediately following the bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama. Once he heard about the Supreme Court victory, he stated:


        

          The end [of the Civil Rights Movement] is reconciliation; the end is redemption; the end is the creation of the Beloved Community. It is this type of spirit and this type of love that can transform opposers into friends. It is this type of understanding goodwill that will transform the deep gloom of the old age into the exuberant gladness of the new age. It is this love which will bring about miracles in the hearts of men.9


        


        King’s beloved community was a vision that all members of society, regardless of social location, would have access to all that society has to offer.


        In the end, my conversation with Leonard proved fruitful. Love Beyond Walls helped him get off the streets and connected him with senior housing and access to the necessities all people deserve. But something bigger happened because of our chance meeting. Leonard’s story inspired one of the most pivotal campaigns we have ever had at Love Beyond Walls, the Mobile Makeover Unit.


        Thanks to Leonard, it dawned on me how we could use the bus—a thirty-passenger model gifted to us by a Madison, Georgia, church for a one-dollar donation—to serve Atlanta’s unhoused community. In addition to providing transportation to those in need, we would convert the thirty-seat vehicle into a mobile hygiene station, complete with a shower and a clothes closet. For the first time, we would be able to provide a feeling of humanity to anyone anywhere in the city. Motivated by Leonard’s story, we would offer thousands the opportunity to step out of the shadows and be seen.


        Looking back, it was only when I allowed myself to hear Leonard’s story that my heart gained more compassion to stand in solidarity with those who are without an address. I did not determine what I thought he needed, but I discovered how he truly felt. As a result, I was able to see the bigger picture for the entire community.


      


      

      

        HISTORY IMPACTS STORY


        The Mobile Makeover Unit was radical and unlike anything the city had seen. Like most opportunities to create great change, it faced equally great resistance. I had to figure out a way to inspire support for this makeover project, especially when so many people believe that projects like it are merely a waste of time and resources for people like Leonard.


        In an effort to educate people, cultivate empathy, and make this bus what we envisioned it to be, I came up with a “Get on the Bus” campaign. To bring awareness to the lack of access to sanitation for those experiencing homelessness, I pledged to live on top of the bus for one month. It was my hope that in doing so, we could draw attention to those who, like Leonard, needed clean clothes and safe places to shower.


        Dave, a friend who had a background in carpentry, agreed to build a stable platform on top of the bus where I could stay in a tent for thirty days and thirty nights. With my wife’s and children’s blessings, I prepared to do this in the middle of winter. In December 2014, I shared my plan on social media and, as expected, drew both criticism and praise. I actually received a few anonymous death threat emails, and someone even created a spam account posing as me and bashing me and my family, calling me a “cult leader.”


        Then I received one of the most disturbing emails I’ve ever had during my time as executive director of Love Beyond Walls. In no uncertain terms, it claimed that I was a horrible father and husband and that I was insane for bringing attention to bums on the street during Christmas. “Who leaves their family for bums?” the email ranted, informing me that it would be cold and that I could die. It ended with, “How could you do this? You should reconsider.”


        Although I knew I would face opposition, I had not expected such a personal attack. As I sat staring in silence at my computer screen, a thought crossed my mind more than once: There’s no way anyone could say these things if they knew Leonard’s story. Surely if they heard what Leonard told me, they’d be just as compelled as I am to do whatever was needed.


        In the days leading up to the launch of this campaign, I reflected on how detrimental it is when people fear those with different cultural upbringings and experiences from their own. That fear and hatred diminish the confidence and self-worth of those who it’s directed toward. I remember my friend Tyrus telling me how it damaged his self-worth when people threw cans at him, locked their doors on him, and hurled expletives at him because he was unhoused. He told me, “People don’t even know me, my story, or how I arrived at homelessness, yet they fear me. I am a father, cousin, son, brother, and a friend. I am Tyrus. I am somebody.”


        When we unfairly criticize people we have never met and assign stories to them that may be untrue, it dishonors not only the ones being criticized but God as well. Every BIPOC person—Black, Asian, Latinx, Middle Eastern, North African, Pacific Islander, or Indigenous—embodies the image of their Creator. All people deserve to have their inherent dignity recognized and affirmed. When we choose to dishonor the image of God in people, we are communicating to God that this part of his creation is inferior.


        Conversely, when we choose to immerse ourselves in people’s stories and history, the way we view them cannot help but change. We must endeavor to become proximate to their history. The author of the hurtful email had not taken the time to hear these accounts and therefore could not understand my actions. The missing connection became clear. President Barack Obama said it best in remarks he gave at a student roundtable: “Learning to stand in somebody else’s shoes to see through their eyes, that’s how peace begins. And it’s up to you to make that happen.”10


        There was more to that cruel email than merely a failure to understand the people I served. The words were a personal attack. In addition to not knowing the stories of the people I hoped to help, he did not know my story. Because he didn’t know my story, he had no perspective from which to understand me. He carried a set of beliefs about me and my motives based on his life and experiences. A broader application and realization began to materialize as I thought about this interaction. This need to know people’s histories to empathize with them was not limited to those seeking food and shelter. In our present moment, more than ever, people are in close proximity, yet we don’t really know each other.


      


      

      

        THE IMPORTANCE OF BLACK HISTORY


        You cannot understand people’s stories without understanding their history. You cannot understand Black people in the present moment without understanding how history has affected them. Ignoring that history can lead to all sorts of misconceptions. I learned this lesson once again back in 2015–2018.


        During that season, I held two simultaneous pastorships: one at a predominantly White church, the other at a historically Black church, both in the heart of Atlanta. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d be pastoring these two very different spaces as a Black man. Both churches acknowledged Jesus, but they had very different ways of relating the hope of Jesus to their realities. Honestly, existing in two separate spaces where both my role and my experiences were understood, regarded, and treated differently is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. At times it was one of the most hurtful experiences I have undergone in Christian ministry.


        Amid the intense racial tension pervading our country, I found myself feeling misunderstood and silenced in the predominately White space because there was often no mention of the terror that was affecting me and the Black community I showed up in as a pastor as well. Each setting had very different ways of sharing the gospel, loving the community, and standing with those affected by racial suffering. I already experienced trauma every time racial tension and violence against Black people was reported in the news. Sometimes the silence from the White church or its dismissal of Black people’s actions when they began to protest and cry out from the hurt and rage they were feeling collectively only added to the trauma. Racial trauma was not supposed to be a part of my journey in the faith, but it was. Sheila Wise Rowe defines racial trauma as “the physical and psychological symptoms that people of color often experience after a stressful racist incident.”11


        When I was in the White church space, I found myself caught between two worlds where the breakdown of communication between brothers and sisters based on cultural dynamics and long-held perceptions of the world and each other kept empathy and understanding at bay. Whenever I found myself in this predominantly White space, I felt the need to share the missing narratives and historical context behind the Black struggle that went far beyond the issue of slavery. Sometimes, I was afforded the opportunity to speak freely in small ways among a few people at a time. I did notice that some of my White congregants began to set aside their prejudices and fears, but most maintained their distance and worldviews that sometimes clashed with my realities as a Black man.


        In contrast, on Sundays in church with the Black congregation, talking about social issues from the pulpit and preaching messages of liberation against racial violence were a part of the liturgy. There was no separation between being Black and being Christian. I didn’t feel like I had to edit and censor my blackness based on how it would be perceived as I attempted to connect my current realities with my collective history as a Black person. I could love God and lament as a Black man at the same time because God was big enough to handle them both. The times when I was given the opportunity to talk about this in a predominately White space were always accompanied by long emails about how it was Marxist, liberal, or me being influenced by CNN, and never about how this might just be my reality as a Black man living in this country.


        As I continued to relay the history of the Black struggle to those unaware of its context and relevance today, I realized that, as Black people, we carry the weight of our generational history deep within us. As I shared with the predominately White congregation the unfulfilled promises and the failed social contract with the Black community throughout America’s history, I noticed that a few of the people sincerely wanted to learn or held genuine empathy toward their Black brothers and sisters and the historical struggle they continue to bear. As I humanized Leonard’s story, I found that humanizing my own struggle in the Black experience generated greater empathy while also dismantling stereotypes and prejudices to those who were willing to listen and lean in.


        During your journey through this book, my hope is that it encourages you to learn about and understand other people’s stories and histories on a deeper level. In doing so, I pray it helps you dismantle unrecognized prejudice, encourage understanding, cultivate advocacy and friendship, and become a person who is ready to create a world that centers racial healing and solidarity and lifts Black and Brown voices.


        As you explore the topic of race, especially if you are White, I challenge you not to judge others based on secondhand information or long-held presumptions. Instead, honor people by getting to know their full stories in a way that offers a sense of solidarity and connectedness without the filter of censorship. While this concept is important on a basic level, it should also serve as a building block and be applied more broadly. I understand that there are many books on the topic of race, ranging from historical to current events. However, I would like to approach this topic through my personal experiences to give context to how some persons might relate to my story as they navigate spaces that are toxic and in which racism is swept under the rug of inaction. If I am honest, some of my words will pierce deeply because they come from a place of deep reflection. This is a topic people of every ethnicity and culture need to understand because we all need to grow in understanding, empathy, and solidarity with others who emerge from different social locations.


        I also discuss some historical and current events along the way to express the urgency for people to know others more deeply and become peacemakers and antiracists in resistance against White supremacy. I’ll explore some hidden history of Black people, as well as the ways I’ve struggled to understand my own history, and how learning that history has given me greater compassion and the ability to build relationships cross-culturally. In the process, I hope my story will inspire you to look at race relations through a new lens and recognize we are all God’s children. As Dr. Christina Edmonson writes, “Being a faithful antiracist is an art, not a formulaic process. Like painting a picture, building a chair, shaping a dress, or crafting a meal, it requires knowledge, skill, experience, and creativity.”12


        By the end of this book, I hope to have provided a bridge that people from different ways of life can cross, shedding their prejudices and fears with every step. It is only after having crossed safely to the other side of that bridge that empathy and long-term healing and solidarity can begin, at long last, to exist.
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