



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2023 by TDJ Enterprises, LLP


Cover design by Kristen Paige Andrews


Cover photograph © Micah Kandros


Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


FaithWords


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


faithwords.com


twitter.com/faithwords


First edition: May 2023


FaithWords is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The FaithWords name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Mountain Is You, by Brianna Wiest. Copyright © 2020 Brianna Wiest. Reprinted with permission.


Unless otherwise indicated Bible verses are from the King James Version. Verses marked NIV are from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV® Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.® Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide. Scripture marked NKJV is taken from the New King James Version®. Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson. Used by permission. All rights reserved.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


FaithWords books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Control Number: 2023932139


Interior book design by Timothy Shaner, NightandDayDesign.biz


ISBNs: 9781546004004 (hardcover), 9781546004042 (ebook)


E3-20230317-JV-NF-ORI














I would like to dedicate Disruptive Thinking to John Hope Bryant, Janice Howroyd Bryant, and Payne Brown, who have been inspirational thought leaders and whose ability to navigate as change agents in this ever-changing environment have been instrumental in my own life! Furthermore, I want to dedicate this book to Bishop Sherman Watkins, who has been a father figure in my life for many years. A special thanks to Jan Miller, my literary agent, and Nick Chiles, whose literary expertise was invaluable in helping me achieve the deadlines and finesse my thoughts.


Thanks also to Oscar Williams, Tristan Walker, Nona Jones, Keion Henderson, David Steward, Donna Richardson, Frederick Johnson, Christopher Lyons, Aaron Johnson and Anita Phillips for sharing their stories of disruptive thinking.


My final and most profound gratitude goes to my wife, Serita Jakes, and my five children, whose love and loyalty have given me the “why” to what I do every day! My love to each of you in your respective roles in my life!
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: FaithWords logo]



















Your new life is going to cost you your old one.


It’s going to cost you your comfort zone and your sense of direction.


It’s going to cost you relationships and friends.


It’s going to cost you being liked and understood.


It doesn’t matter.


The people who are meant for you are going to meet you on the other side. You’re going to build a new comfort zone around the things that actually move you forward. Instead of being liked, you’re going to be loved. Instead of being understood, you’re going to be seen.


All you’re going to lose is what was built for a person you no longer are.


—Brianna Wiest, The Mountain Is You: Transforming Self-Sabotage into Self-Mastery

















PREFACE



Can you remember that special morning when you were getting dressed for your first day of kindergarten—the apprehension, the terror, but also the undeniable excitement you felt? You were about to step into a completely new world, filled with people you had never encountered in your limited existence. Your most profound wish, the overwhelming goal that pressed down heavy on you like a weighted blanket, could be summarized with a simple question: Will I fit in?


Will I have on the right sneakers? Will I be wearing the right clothes? Will I look similar enough to everyone else that I won’t stand out? Because what we desperately want is to be accepted. To be a part of the pack. To belong.


What fascinates me about that moment is how much that early question continues to dominate our thinking for the rest of our lives. In so many respects, on so many levels, that query shapes the way we live. It never fully goes away. Recently, I was invited to the Kennedy Center Honors award ceremony at the Opera House in Washington, DC. It’s a lovely, special evening where luminaries gather in sartorial splendor to celebrate legends of stage and screen. I’m talking extreme black tie, fancy stuff. I made sure I had on my spiffiest tuxedo, so that no one would look askance at me and wonder, What in the world could Jakes have been thinking? No, I had to look the part—which in this case meant looking like every other guy in the room.


Whether it’s corporate America, church, or school, in so many settings our greatest desire is to not stand out. To be homogeneous with the environment in which we find ourselves. When we step outside of our homes, we participate in a social contract that we all implicitly sign, whether we realize it or not. Behave as everyone else behaves. Dress like the rest of us. Don’t attract too much notice. We know that our ability to fit in will sometimes determine whether we get the promotion, whether we get accepted into the sorority—or the gang. And we will do whatever we have to do—get the grades, score the touchdowns, apply the makeup, buy the sneakers, steal the sneakers—to fit into that group we covet.


However, there is a hidden truth embedded inside this phenomenon. The people who are written into the history books, who make the hall of fame, who unearth world-changing discoveries, who become the exceptional among us, are not the ones who fit in. They are the disrupters who decided they no longer cared about fitting in. They were seeking something else—something they determined was more important than being accepted.


As a society, we have become conditioned to sit in our lives, to accept our circumstances—however unpleasant they may be—while we wait for someone to come along and save us. As we watched television, flocked to the movies, read the newspaper, we were trained to think that if our life went askew, someone would save us. In my day it was Superman, Batman, and the Lone Ranger. Today, it’s Wakanda and the Black Panther. And there are also the real-life heroes, like John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., Jesse Jackson, Nelson Mandela, and Barack Obama. We even put their pictures up on the wall, as if to give them a better vantage point to bear witness to our suffering need. If only we were a little more patient, they would rescue us from our circumstances.


Why do we need saving? Sometimes it’s because of the bad choices of someone else, such as a parent, spouse, or particularly malicious boss. But more times than not it’s because of the choices we make ourselves. In physiological terms, perhaps our prefrontal cortex—the area of the brain that allows us to foresee possible implications for our actions and stop us from impulsive mistakes—didn’t activate with enough force to stop us from making the kinds of decisions that would put us in precarious situations that required rescue.


The older we get, the longer we live, the more we realize that we are born looking like our parents, but we die looking like our decisions.


As you embark with me on this journey exploring the power and necessity of disruptive thinking, you should know that I had in mind both the people who are willing to let their hair down and embrace disruption, like Rapunzel, and the people waiting for Batman or the Black Panther to hit the ground and vanquish our bad decisions.


What we all eventually begin to realize is that no one’s coming. As the Bible wisely states in Proverbs 23:7, “For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he.” The mind and the body collaborate to produce the energy, the fuel, the fortitude to change our lives. But will we concede? Will we allow our brain’s amygdala—the structure in the brain’s temporal lobe that attaches emotional significance to memories—to take our memories and have them processed in a way that fuels our frontal lobe decisions? Will we acquiesce to blending in and forgo the opportunity to be delivered, changed, altered? Will we succumb to the abyss of living in regret over the choices we did not make?


I believe that once we realize that no one is coming, the onus is upon us to produce the energy to fight or to flee (or give in to fear and freeze). What makes one person fight and another one run or freeze?


A big part of our response mechanism is connected to the way we store our experiences as memories. Are our memories stashed away in a toxic brew that creates fears and phobias? Dealing with those sometimes requires therapy to help us experience those memories with less trauma, thus allowing us to make choices without activating the adrenaline rush to fight or flee or giving in to the fear and freezing. If we don’t find a way to process those memories in a positive way, it will lead us to stress, anxiety, and bad decisions. In Romans 12:2, the Bible describes it as “transformed by the renewing of the mind” (NIV)—but a new spirit, even when regenerated, still has to declutter the way we process what happened in our lives. Most of us just move the memories into the attic of our minds until the smell of the debris contaminates the entire house.


One of the most disruptive thinkers in the Bible was the risk-taking, outspoken, outlandish, nonconforming apostle Peter. Though the former fisherman is less intellectual, throughout the Bible he is the quickest to be disruptive—sometimes inappropriately. Why does he leave the safety of the boat and the other eleven disciples to walk on water toward Jesus with only one word of permission: “Come” (Matt. 14:22–33)? Why does he take out his sword and cut off the ear of a Roman soldier, knowing that they’re outnumbered (John 18:10)? Why does Peter alone break the silence and speak up when Jesus asks, “Who do you say I am?” with the response “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:15–16 NIV)? Why on the day of Pentecost is Peter chosen to deliver the inaugural address of a new era (Acts 2:14–41)? Because he’s a disrupter.


In the absence of any superheroes, living or fictitious, in the absence of world-changing leaders, the onus for change rests on us. We are the people, the leaders, and the superheroes we’ve been waiting for.


This book is about those of us who are willing to change our lives, rather than to live in the regrets of what if… what might have… what should have happened. It is about those of us willing to change the plight of our community, our office, our church, our own behavior. If you’re not willing to disrupt the status quo, if you’re more comfortable running with the herd, the thrust of this book might not include you. But if there is a drive inside of you that suspects you might have a better life, a better love, a better marriage, a better career, then I suggest to you that as a man thinketh in his heart, you can think your way into disruption without being destructive—with the lasting intent of changing your world, in your own lifetime.


The reason for writing this book at this time is because our society seems to be headed for a cataclysmic collision of biblical proportions. The clanging dissonance of violence, anger, fear, and political dissolution threatens to suffocate us all. I don’t see any lights in the sky; I don’t see any superheroes flying through the air in automated cars like in Wakanda. I don’t see anyone coming to save us but us.


It starts not with burnings and marching and protests and scaling the White House walls; it starts in the privacy of our own head—which incidentally is the final frontier of true privacy. The privacy of our thoughts is the only safe space we have left—a space that cannot be hacked, invaded, or surveilled. It is the sole remaining place where we have true freedom to think for ourselves. But we must be aware that people are after us every day to rob us—not of our jewelry, watches, cars, or houses. No, they are trying to rob us of our opinion. We have to fight for it, contest for it, wrestle for it, because it is the catalyst for every true reformative act that has ever happened in history. The revolutionary reveries of our brain is where all transformation starts.


I want you to know that disruptive thinking is within your reach. And if you use your adrenaline for the courage to fight or flee and use your brain to decide which one is appropriate at the particular time—fight, flee, or freeze—it is your choice, and your choice alone.


But if you’re afraid of disruption, if you succumb to peer pressure, if you’re not willing to stand out, then you will die looking like that decision. You can’t be disruptive if you idolize conformists. You can’t be disruptive and conformist at the same time; you have to forsake one for the other. The apostle Peter had to make a decision: Do I stay on the boat with my comrades, where it’s safe, or do I disrupt this whole thing and walk out on the water? Yes, he got in trouble on the water when he got distracted and fearful and momentarily lost his faith; he almost drowned and had to be saved by Jesus. But he’s the only apostle who can ever say he got to walk on water. Sometimes the risk is worth the reward.


Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King Jr., and John Lewis all decided the risk was worth the reward. The question for us is whether there is something inside of us that suspects we could be more than our environment suggests—maybe a pull, a tug, a yank, a push. In my case, there was a feeling I couldn’t put my finger on that kept haunting me, telling me I could live a better life in spite of my flaws, my environment, my circumstances, my insecurities, my intimidation. None of those invisible fences were strong enough to keep me from taking the job, accepting the assignment. Like Esther, I told myself, if I perish, then I perish. But I’m going.


At the end of our journey together dissecting the crux of disruptive thinking, I will offer to you a collection of eleven moving testimonials from individuals I have chosen because of their extraordinary examples of disruption. From a corporate titan to a cutting-edge barber, from a fearless entrepreneur to a trauma therapist, from a tech leader to a best-selling author, these are trendsetters who have used disruptive thinking to outrun the herd. I wanted them to go on record and be the living epistles that authenticate the validity of what you will read in these pages. They are your disciples. All that you will digest, they have done. So, the next chapter, the next story, will be on you.


Welcome to disruptive thinking.















ONE



WHAT IS DISRUPTIVE THINKING?


When I was eleven, I watched my father waste away before my eyes.


At six feet and 280 pounds, Ernest Jakes loomed as large as the West Virginia mountains that surrounded our home. When he stepped into a room, the shadows receded in resignation, the molecules launched their own frenzied praise dance. From his barrel chest emerged a booming baritone whose bottom I felt in my bones. I once saw him get out of the car, wade into the snow to lift a car that was stuck, and tell the driver to hit the gas to get back on the road.


But on the inside, the state of his kidneys belied his bulging biceps and triceps. At the age of thirty-eight, Ernest Jakes suffered debilitating kidney failure. The kidneys could no longer go it alone. They would need our help.


And my life would never be the same.


I watched his body slowly wither away. He went from 280 pounds to 130 pounds. His muscular thighs sagged like a ninety-year-old man shirtless on the beach. He went from driving heavy-duty equipment and steering loaded trucks to being pushed in a wheelchair. The Incredible Hulk became Pee-wee Herman. It was the most distressing sight I have ever witnessed.


Disruption kicked down the door and made itself at home in the Jakes household. Any sense of normalcy I previously enjoyed became a distant memory. For a year after his kidney failure, I would help my mother load my weakening dad into the car to make the four-hour drive to Cleveland from our home in Charleston, West Virginia. In 1968, the Cleveland Clinic was the closest place to Charleston to get dialysis treatment. Once a week, we had to trek across the Midwest to keep him alive.


At age eleven, I had to step into the ill-fitting shoes of an adult. After school, I boarded a bus to head to my father’s offices to make sure the buildings were locked and the checks got delivered to the fifty-two people he employed in his janitorial company. My older brother was gone, so it fell on me. My father trusted me to do what needed to be done to help keep his business afloat. I was not going to disappoint him.


My father’s life-changing diagnosis came just as the family’s fortunes were brightening. We were like the Jeffersons would be nearly a decade later, about to move on up to the east side. We had just moved into a much bigger house, one that allowed me and my two siblings finally to have our own rooms. Before the move, we lived at the end of a dirt road on Page Street, in a community called Vandelia in the suburbs of Charleston. Vandelia was split into the white neighborhood and the “colored” neighborhood. The five of us made do in a two-bedroom house that was held up in the rear by four-by-four-inch posts wedged into the side of the hill. We didn’t know we were poor, because everybody was poor. We didn’t have air-conditioning. We didn’t have grass in the front yard. We didn’t have a doorbell. But we had each other. No, we weren’t a perfect family, and we had our fair share of dysfunction. Still, there was a certain joy and peace.


My father did everything his hands and mind could conceive to feed us—selling fish door-to-door when I was a little boy, hawking a variety of household goods to the surrounding community, and finally starting a janitorial service that at its height had fifty-two employees and ten trucks working across the state. We moved into our new home, which seemed enormous to us at about three thousand square feet. We had a lovely porch with a white wrought-iron railing that was formed into the shape of a twisty metal grapevine. We had a patio, a carpeted basement, a laundry room, knotty pine wood paneling on the walls, and air-conditioning. For a family that grew up in a two-bedroom house hanging off a cliff, it was amazing. In the words of the song Whitney Houston made popular, “Didn’t we almost have it all?”


I was the baby of the family, protected and acutely treasured as I was sandwiched between two dead babies. My mother birthed five children, but only three survived. The child before me died nameless in her womb. The one after me, my sister Marionette, was a stillborn whose body is buried in a cemetery in Charleston. And though I too was once gravely ill as a toddler, I survived. Ours was a household where fun hovered in the air, boosted by each of us in our own way. When Mom and Dad hit the town for date nights, they would head to the Shoney’s, our idea of haute cuisine. As she savored her favorite shrimp dinner, my mother always made sure to smuggle rolls in her pocketbook to bring back to us. I would become intoxicated by the faint fragrance of the shrimp that still lingered on the bread—I still love shrimp more than a half century later because of that memory.


My mother taught us all to read and write before our feet ever entered a schoolroom. We all took classical piano lessons—and all complained about taking classical piano lessons. My sister Jacqueline was the only one who had real talent. I can still hear her fingers glide across the keys when relatives or friends came around. We entertained ourselves with homemade talent shows. Once I even saw my mother and father dance. It was a sight I never forgot. They seldom showed affection publicly. I was delighted to see them dancing and not bickering.


It was a joyful time and place. Until it wasn’t. Now our provider needed provision. I learned quickly that we are all one event away from calamity.


After a year of weekly treks to Cleveland, we had a dialysis machine installed in our house. The laundry room became the dialysis room—the hospital room. It contained a bed and the rather large dialysis machine. At five feet long and two and a half feet wide, the machine was an unusual sight in an American home in 1968. On the top of the machine was a strange plastic compartment through which blood ran as it was being purified. There were many gauges, dials, and knobs. A bottle hung from the top like an IV, flowing into the shunt in my father’s arm. The machine had an alarm that sounded loud and ominous if something went wrong. I learned how to operate every detail of the machine. In fact, the first picture of me that ever appeared in a newspaper, The Charleston Gazette, showed me standing next to the machine alongside my mother as we watched over my dad getting his twice-weekly treatment. His narrow, strained face looked to me like the face of a stranger.


Everything that was normal about my life was gone. I no longer had time to be a child. I didn’t have time to be scared when I boarded the bus and headed to his business. I had to go make decisions and be responsible and come back to report to him on everything that had happened. While my friends on the block were playing football and basketball and riding bicycles, I was assuming the responsibilities of a grown man. The sports part wasn’t much of a loss to me, because I never did have any sports inclination or abilities. I couldn’t play outside with them, but I could change the membranes in the kidney machine, wrap up a shunt, clean up blood, and prime the machine.


In other words, I learned to handle disruption. Disruptive thinking became second nature to me. It became my normal. It has been said that God will promote you to the level of your tolerance of pain. Well, I guess I was being groomed by tragedy, disruption, and responsibility to handle my life now as a direct result of my life then.


It has been said that hard times produce strong leaders, and good times produce weak leaders. I’ve seen that play out in my own life. As I began to think about the primacy of disruptive thinking to our world and the elements that forge disruptive thinkers, like a chemist titrating in the lab, I kept coming back to my early days and their impact on my evolution. Disruptive thinking is not often something we’re drawn to, it is usually part of our survival mechanism in response to circumstances thrust upon us. We have to find a way to get it done when traditional methods don’t work, when normalcy is shattered. These disruptions were terribly painful to me, but they led to powerful outcomes.


One of the most disruptive moments of my childhood came when I was thirteen. We were about two years into the home dialysis when something went wrong with the dialysis machine. I can still hear that alarm ringing out across the household that night, reaching deep inside each of us and cranking up the panic switch. We needed to get my dad to the hospital as soon as possible. I was carrying metal pans in case he threw up in the car and blankets to ward off the frigid West Virginia winter.


As we moved outside and onto the front porch, my father grabbed hold of the wrought-iron railing and wouldn’t let go. He didn’t want to go to the hospital.


“Please, let me die,” he said, his voice weak, pleading. “Let me die.”


I was a child, hearing my father say he wanted to die. He didn’t want to fight anymore. He didn’t want to be helpless anymore. He didn’t want to be in a wheelchair anymore, or to have them punching any more holes in his stomach for proposed feeding tubes. He was a relatively young man who had lost his muscles, his barrel chest, his virility. Everything that he was proud of. He just wanted it all to end. He didn’t think he had anything left to live for.


I dropped everything from my arms and I leaped forward, toward his fingers. One by one, I pried his fingers from the railing, as he cried and protested. I didn’t say it, but one devastating thought dropped into my head.


Live for me, Dad. Live for me.


Three years later, he was gone. He finally got his wish.
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All of us who came of age in the 1960s lived in a time of disruption. We know what it looks like to have chaos swirling around us, threatening to annihilate us as a society. We saw the buildings that had signs designating them as fallout shelters in case we were bombed. We saw the headlines reporting on the death tolls in Vietnam as war protests flowed through the streets. We saw signs on houses warning you to stay away because there was tuberculosis inside. Diseases were still running amok as penicillin became more widely available. The president had been shot dead in full view of the nation, something we hadn’t seen in a hundred years. Racial tensions were off the charts, as we watched Mahalia Jackson in Imitation of Life, a film that delved into the painful consequences of a fair-skinned Black woman passing as white. There were still occasional lynchings in the South. Medgar Evers was murdered. The four charred bodies of beautiful young girls were seen on the six o’clock news, carried from the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. Addie Mae Collins, Cynthia Wesley, Denise McNair, and Carole Robertson would never come home for Sunday dinner. And Black people and some white people began to understand that this was the inflection point. Or was it?


Everywhere we turned during those years, we saw what felt like impending doom. But from that doom came great artistic creativity. Bras were burning. Woodstock was grooving. Jimi Hendrix was jamming. British bands like the Beatles were invading American culture. I can still see white go-go boots, elephant leg pants with platform shoes. Fashion and fire. Cassius Clay had converted to Islam and now Muhammad Ali was introduced to a traumatized country. The music played in symphonic syncopation as strobe lights twinkled and disco lights flashed. Jitterbug and hot combs had transformed to afros and assassinations. It was all happening simultaneously. New forms of business were birthed as the country transitioned from the agricultural age. The migration to the Northern states continued. The industrial age would eventually segue to technology in Silicon Valley and information would move from color TVs to tweets and posts on Facebook. We emerged from those frightening times undaunted, though scarred—and many of those scars still remain.


But the point is that our current strife—social justice, racism, war, social upheaval, disease—all feels disturbingly familiar. We’ve seen this movie before. From Emmett Till to George Floyd. From Vietnam to Ukraine. From the resignation of President Nixon to the impeachment of President Trump. These eyes have seen a lot.


How does disruption affect the way we think, how we see the world and its possibilities? We emerged from that previous era of enormous disruption with untold discoveries, transformative businesses, earth-shaking music and art and literature. We are now at a similar inflection point as a society, as a global community. How are we going to take the disruption we are seeing and use it as an opportunity to create radical change? How can we become disruptive thinkers at a time when the vortex of decadence threatens the very existence of our society?


What it all comes down to is this: How do we respond to trouble?


How do we respond to calamity and chaos? Will we be so orthodox in our thinking that we don’t explore options beyond the veil of human acceptance—or will we jump the fence? Will we find a way to thrive in an environment that is not conducive to normalcy?


One of the most transformative figures of our time is a classic example of a disruptive thinker: Elon Musk. While the debate over the existence of global warming and climate change raged—and somehow continues to rage—with volleys sent back and forth between the scientists and the politicians, Musk took an untrodden path. He knew America thrived on capitalism above everything else, so he leaned into innovation and built electric cars that changed the game—making staggering amounts of money in the process. I’m not glamorizing who he is, because I don’t know him at all, but I have been struck by the saliency and power of his disruptive thinking. In the midst of an endless debate, he cut through it and appealed to the base nature of our capitalistic society. When they tried to shut him out of the traditional channels used by car manufacturers, Musk found a way around the system. Through his groundbreaking technology, he has become incredibly prosperous as the progenitor of innovation that disrupted everything. Now everybody’s making electric cars and semi-electric cars.


Disrupters don’t take sides; they take over.


Musk didn’t join the argument over climate change, he just went to the solution. He knew that money would override the debate. When Americans were fuming over rising gas prices in early 2022, I didn’t understand the distress. My primary car is a Telsa, so I didn’t feel that pain. I just plugged my car in at night, unplugged it in the morning, and took off.


Every period of chaos brings with it a gift—an opportunity to disrupt the chaos by providing a solution rather than joining the debate. Disruptive thinking isn’t about picking a side in the argument; it’s about stepping past the argument toward a solution.


If we sift through American history, we see that the major purveyors of radical change were disruptive thinkers. As Abraham Lincoln rose to the American presidency, American society never seriously contemplated ending slavery. Slavery was too lucrative to let morality, justice, and human decency enter the equation. Slavery was the economic engine that fueled America and enabled the nation to reach a point where it could even contemplate independence from England. Lincoln stepped into the presidency and yanked out the rug from racism and economic empowerment—in the process destroying the net worth of millionaires in the South, because Black people were considered assets to the estate. Because of the secession of the Southern states, Lincoln was able to create a national banking system, issuing banknotes called greenbacks that looked alike and were distributed through chartered national banks—replacing the chaotic system of hundreds of private banks issuing their own unique banknotes. He also created the first ever national income tax to bring much-needed funds into the nation’s coffers.


Lincoln was hated by many for his efforts, and ultimately killed, which brings me to a crucial point about the controversial nature of disrupters. They are often appreciated only after their funerals.


After all, who was more disruptive than Jesus?


He came into a society where there were conflicts raging between the Greeks and the Jews and between the Samaritans and the Jews. But Jesus ends up not taking sides—He ends up taking over with a disruptive idea of something called a church that emerged out of the conflict. It wasn’t orthodox so the priests hated Him. It wasn’t political so the Romans feared Him. It wasn’t Samaritan so they had no dealings with Him. And yet He found the path.


Disruptive thinking is about finding a solution and a path toward it, rather than joining a gang and continuing a debate that might outlive you. The debate still rages over the biblical question “Who is my neighbor?” In Luke 10, when a lawyer asks Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus responds by telling the parable of the Good Samaritan who cares for the man left half-dead by robbers by the side of the road. When He told the story, Jesus knew that the Jews didn’t deal with the Samaritans. They had the same kind of racial dynamics and theological dynamics that we have today. Jesus makes a hero out of the character the Jews would have seen as the villain, then he asks the lawyer, “Who is your neighbor?” That’s totally disruptive. To me, Jesus was one of the most nonreligious people we’ve ever seen. He disrupted religious people.


If we look at some of the people who did groundbreaking things in music and art, we see how they did so by being disruptive. Lena Horne is celebrated for her beauty and grace, but she was constantly fighting against injustice during her career. She sued restaurants and theaters for discriminating against her as she performed across the country. She filed a complaint after she entertained troops at Fort Riley, Kansas, during World War II and saw that the Black soldiers had to sit in the back—behind the German POWs. She financed her own travel to entertain Black troops when MGM Studios pulled her off its tour. She was a disrupter.


So was the great Mahalia Jackson. While she is revered as the most successful and popular gospel music artist of all time, she wasn’t warmly received in all circles. A lot of churches refused to let her sing because she was putting a beat behind traditional gospel songs, and they said she was singing honky-tonk or the blues. Yet she persisted as a disruptive force, remaking gospel music in the process and influencing generations of singers who followed her. When she died in 1972, her estate had a value of $1 million (the equivalent of almost $7 million today)—at a time when the words Black and million almost never appeared in the same sentence.


If you have the courage to turn the page and continue to read, know that the pathway forward may be painful. At times, it may even be bloody. But if you’re going to make it to the halls of transformative success and change the world, it’s going to require disruptive thinking.


It took me many years to consider the ways in which the disruption I experienced early in my life, personally and societally, left a positive deposit on me. I was immersed so long in the pain that for the longest time I couldn’t see the power. Often, it’s not what you’re running to but what you’re running from that pushes you beyond the pale of normalcy. The urgency of moving erratically away from sheer terror can produce greatness. Who knows if Oprah Winfrey would have become the disruptive force she ultimately became if not for the horrific trials of child abuse and rape she suffered in her early years. Would Maya Angelou have become such an exceptional chronicler of the human condition without the trauma and abuse she suffered?


What’s in you from early trauma often causes your pace to be quicker than that of others who are less stimulated to go forward. Fear is what motivated Noah to build an ark after God told him He would destroy all the people on earth because of their wickedness. However, there comes a point when you have to fire your board of directors—meaning that what brought you here won’t take you there. You can’t keep running all your life. You have to settle those old accounts and be motivated by something other than what you’re running from. There’s a transition point where the method may be baked in but the motivation must change.


For me that transition has been a long process. The unsettled feelings of my childhood and around my father’s death made me feel very unsafe. Poverty made me feel very unsafe. Being Black made me feel very unsafe. At some point during my journey, I looked around, and I started to feel safe. I’m still not sure I’m totally safe, but I’m safer than I was. However, now the feeling and the worry gets transferred to my children: are they safe?


For marginalized peoples in a society, that question likely never fully dissipates. Do you ever feel safe? Should you feel safe? And when you do, you fight survivor’s guilt—why you and not the guy on the corner clearly down on his luck?


As we try to move to safety for ourselves and our children and grandchildren, we reach a point where we worry about whether we have made things too safe for them. We hope that our incessant need to make things better for them didn’t make them less capable human beings, less able to withstand the trials that will come their way because they didn’t experience any disruption growing up.


A lot of the things we debate about today as a society are the luxuries of not having a crisis. When the Twin Towers were attacked on 9/11, the country was in the middle of acrimonious political debate. But the Clintons and the Bushes gathered in the same sanctuary, singing and praying together. Black people and white people were all aligned. All of a sudden a greater threat canceled out all other threats. As a society, we fight now about things that don’t really matter because these are the luxuries of not being at war. We create internal skirmishes about masks and vaccines, additional bathrooms to accommodate emerging sexual revolutions. Is now the time for a new political party? All these things and more are the debates we can afford because of the absence of war, terrorist attacks, a hack in our electrical grids, or the collapse of our already failing infrastructure.


But those of us born under attack have to redefine the purpose of our lives and convert that early energy into something useful. I grew up in West Virginia and married a woman whose family worked in the coal mines. She’s literally a coal miner’s daughter—it’s not just a song for me. Anybody who came out of the coal fields will tell you that every time you turn on a light switch you should remember them because what’s black coming out of the mines looks white with light from electricity. How do you convert the dark places into light? That is the residue of being around and surviving disruption. The residue is the thought process that stays with you—it’s really a gift to you that redefines what you call trouble that you’re willing to worry about and changes your stress levels. A friend of mine says, “God will promote you to the level of your tolerance of pain.” Your tolerance of pain is changed, like the frog in the boiling water, by how much pain accrues while you’re in a state that you think of as normal. The frog gets used to the slowly heating water, so he still sees it as normal when it begins to boil—but drop another frog in the boiling water and he’s going to have a problem.


If I wanted to kill you, to utterly destroy you, I would hand you my life and my responsibilities and adversities, my family, the companies I manage, the financial challenges of entrepreneurship, or even just the management of our church. It would kill you because the water didn’t heat up slowly for you.


I began to feel a slight degree of safety when I felt my staff grow and my experience increase. I had a sense of security. I know that things like freedom, rights, equity, and a path forward can be threatened by our passivity toward change. When it gets threatened, my default is disruptive thinking. My way of fighting for social justice is to teach and model entrepreneurship and fight for job placement and rehabilitation for the incarcerated. You must find something that’s organic to who you are and that’s solution-oriented, because we either scream at the darkness or we light a candle. I don’t think screaming at the darkness always works—it doesn’t always change things.


My default has become that I’m happy only when I’m a little intimidated. It makes me careful and thoughtful, investigative and collaborative. I have to have a giant to kill, something to fight. And I need somebody in my life to tell me when to stop. Balance comes with the humility of knowing what you’re not good at doing. Accessorize your limitations by developing relationships with people whose talent complements your limitations.


You must come in at the door. If you pull up to a house, you don’t look for the window, but the door. When pursuing your place in the world, you must come in at the door. That’s the place of entry into the discovery of what’s inside the opportunity and, more importantly, what’s inside of you. However, most sane people don’t spend the day at the door.


Music was where I began to enter my future. But it was not my end. Once I got past the threshold—which some people never do—it led to ministry. Ministry led to marketplace, film, television, real estate development, philanthropy—and I’m still evolving. You only stop living when you stop evolving. That’s when your search for a life of learning ends. The insatiable thirst for learning is quenched the moment you stop evolving. Music and ministry are great. I’ve done that for years, but I didn’t get stuck at the point of entry. Doors lead to larger rooms. You can’t get to the many rooms if you’re stuck at the door.


Every great house has many doors, if you have the courage and the will to tour the house. You must get beyond the phase one level of just finding something you can authentically do. Because where you start may not be where you finish.


Several years before I established the Potter’s House, I founded TDJ Enterprises. It is a social impact holding company, an LLP incorporated as an S corporation solely so that I could continue to explore my entrepreneurial side while following my ecclesiastical calling to serve. My for-profit company gave me the ability to tour the country doing plays and selling memorabilia and music from the gospel plays. I began to develop relationships in the entertainment space and the business space, and in the process I learned a little about promotions, productions, and plays. It was through that company that I started my literary career and radio show, Empowering Moments, which was featured on Radio One through a revenue sharing model. Eventually the plays would be the conduit that led to producing films.


At some point I realized that the notion of bi-vocationally extending my career was rooted in the legacy of my father the entrepreneur and deepened by the fact that in my early years as a pastor of an extremely small church in Montgomery, West Virginia, I needed a full-time job to survive. So, I’ve always traveled down parallel lanes. While I was in the embryonic stages of ministry and business, nobody was paying much attention to the model—though it was building an economic foothold on a better future for me and my family and, more importantly, was a model for many others to explore more for their development and ability to contribute from a larger space.


However, as I became more prominent, society found it quite difficult to describe my disruptive thinking, because people desperately need to describe you by comparisons. Time magazine put me on the cover in September 2001 (the week after 9/11) as “America’s Best Preacher” and asked in a bold headline, “Is This Man the Next Billy Graham?” While the comparison was complimentary, it didn’t fully describe the model. I knew that my choices to travel in both ministry and marketplace lanes disrupted the sensibilities of organized religion as well as outsiders. Later on, I realized that the late Billy Graham was himself more than a renowned evangelist. He would found the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, which would diversify his brand, produce films, author books, and develop philanthropy; it continues to exist through his son Franklin and his grandson Will. Graham did all of this without ever being labeled a prosperity preacher.


That’s not to say he or I were without detractors. But if you step off the beaten path, expect some thorns and briars. Initially it’s quite natural to want to clear up any and all misperceptions about you. However, you have to eventually decide who you’re trying to impact—your detractors or the world?


You can’t be a disruptive thinker while trying to negotiate peace settlements with people who want to define you by their description of you. Everyone who met me as a musician struggled to see me as a minister. Everyone who met me as a minister struggled to see me as an entrepreneur. Their snide remarks were born out of their discomfort with my mobility. I couldn’t afford to alter my definition of success to make my observers comfortable. Sooner or later a decision has to be reached that will set the tone for your lifelong priorities. Should you decide to be bold enough to be a drum major of a paradigm shift, you can’t forever litigate the opinions of those who call fouls and plays from the bleachers. Whew! That took a while for me to learn. The sting of those you stun leaves deep welts. If you’re not careful, you’ll not fulfill your purpose in pursuit of their acceptance. Simply stated, are you willing to compromise your uniqueness for their camaraderie?


Standing up requires standing out. Sometimes limping, other times leaping, I climbed the literary ladder. I won Grammys, NAACP Image Awards, and several awards for our Texas Offenders Reentry Initiative. I won a Santa Barbara Film Festival award and BET awards, became the first clergyperson to be appointed to the executive board of the Dallas Regional Chamber of Commerce, graced the cover of the Wall Street Journal, currently sit on the governor’s board for the Dallas Symphony Orchestra, and much more. That’s not taking a deep plunge into the pool of grandiosity. Instead, it is meant to level set what can be expected when one is willing to be disruptive in order to become more effective.
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