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FOREWORD



During a hot summer week years ago, I found myself trying to be a model husband, father, leader, and follower of Christ. So like most good-ole American Christians I took my family to a Christian camp. It was a mix of many things I hate—the outdoors, bugs, snakes, heat, and mostly acoustic guitars and Christian songs I don’t know. My family was one of the few families of color and I found myself struggling.


It wasn’t that I hadn’t been around mostly white brothers and sisters in Christ before. It wasn’t that I was unaccustomed to places where there was very little Fred Hammond and a lot of Hillsong. It was that I was struggling with the racial tension in America. I was struggling as a follower of Christ to find voices that could speak to my very real racial trauma yet still point me to a hope in the Scriptures. I just knew this summer week would be one where I battled cynicism and grief, but as my grandmother says, God may not show up when you want Him to, but He’s always on time.


Our speaker that week was Albert Tate. Immediately his words began to fill up my thirsty soul with truth and wisdom. I was not only hearing God speak through Albert—I was being healed. Then and now he has a way of communicating so that all listeners can walk away challenged and encouraged, provoked and loved.


There have been many conversations in my community about how much he has blessed us. His words in this book will allow you to see from afar what I have seen up close. He is a mere man, but he allows himself to be an instrument of an extraordinary God.


—Lecrae















CHAPTER 1



DEAR READER


9 MINUTES, 29 SECONDS


Take a moment to look at this time stamp. It’s not quite ten minutes, but it’s close. It’s short for a commute—for a walk or a bike ride. Short for a film or an appointment.


But it’s a long song. A long time to not know where your child is. It’s a long time to be in pain and distress, to feel fear.


And it’s a really long time to not be able to breathe.


Those nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds Derek Chauvin held his knee against George Floyd’s neck stopped the entire world in its tracks. Everyone who came across the footage stopped and stared. It spread like wildfire across social media, popping up without warning and showing a man slowly losing his life in one of the most shocking, disgusting, and horrifying ways anyone has ever seen. Even more harrowing was the display of police brutality and racism—a Black man pressed into the ground while a white police officer kneeled on his neck, squeezing the life from him as he cried, over and over again, that he couldn’t breathe.


As suddenly as the world stopped, it exploded. Protests erupted across the country and across the globe. People were marching for Black lives and calling for justice, reform, and healing. The scenes were fraught—and all of this while we were contending with a pandemic.


Let’s park there for just a moment.


The year 2020 was marked by so many dynamics, issues, and concerns that many of us have never fully faced before and are still processing. The pandemic descended on us so suddenly and completely that we didn’t have a moment to think as we adjusted to a new normal: One week we were gathering in buildings without masks, able to talk, hug, and be with our friends and family, and the next we were on lockdown, confined to our homes. People were panic-buying toilet paper until it was scarce; we were sanitizing our groceries once we got home and shedding our clothes to immediately toss them in the washer; we were buying masks, desperate to secure enough for our households and loved ones… I guess what I’m saying is, in 2020 the world was marked by so much uncertainty and fear—anxiety and exhaustion were at an all-time high. And then George Floyd was killed. And those nine minutes? Well, they felt more like nine years.


It had been a few months into this dynamic of lockdown and racial tension when my family and I decided we had to get out of the house. We’d been home every day stuck between news about the virus and the racial unrest, and we needed a change of scenery—to take some time away. So, my wife and I piled the kids into the car, and we went for a drive. We live near the Foothills in Southern California, which means that in just twenty or thirty minutes, we can head up into the hills and find a breathtaking natural scene to enjoy. After a little while we found just that; we pulled over in a little rest area where there was no one else around and got out, still wearing our masks, of course, to enjoy the view before us.


A few minutes later, two police officers showed up, parked maybe a hundred feet or so away from my family. They were just hanging out and chatting, so I didn’t pay them much attention. A moment later, though, I noticed my nine-year-old son head back to the car and get into the back seat. Shortly after he left, my thirteen-year-old daughter headed to the car to check on her charging phone. I was keeping an eye on them, and all was quiet. When my daughter came back, I asked her what her brother was doing. What she said next stopped me cold.


“He’s afraid of the police.”


I looked around to where the police were still standing and chatting and then back to the car where my son was sitting nestled in the back seat. I made my way over to him, opened the car door, and poked my head in.


“Isaac, what are you doing?” I asked.


“Nothing,” he said.


“Why are you sitting in here all alone?” I asked.


“No reason,” he said.


“Are you okay? What’s the matter?” I pressed.


“Nothing,” he said again.


I gave it a moment, took a beat. “Son, what’s going on?” I asked again. When he finally answered, he told me just what his sister had said: He was scared of the police.


“Why?” I asked, absolutely taken aback.


“Because I could die.”


As a father, there are many times when my children have come to me with some fear of something that’s either pretty irrational or just plain impossible. Usually in those moments I tell them they’re all right, that what they’re afraid of is really nothing to be scared of at all, and that they don’t need to worry about it. But this wasn’t one of those times.


As a Black father talking to his Black son, I knew his fear was valid and rational. I couldn’t tell him to brush it off and not worry about it—that he’s not really in any danger. When my son said those words, I immediately saw all the moments from my own boyhood when I feared the police. I remembered the stories my father and grandfather told me, about how the police treated them and how they, too, learned to fear them as young men—a fear they carried into adulthood. There is a legacy of this fear for many Black men—in my own family and families across this country. When my son told me what was wrong, it reminded me how early this fear starts, how it is both a tragedy and a necessity.


A necessity because that fear is grounded in the reality of racial tensions in this country and where they can lead. We saw the brutality with which a white police officer killed a Black man, the lack of remorse and the disregard for human life. Those nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds have marked my nine-year-old son’s life. He has been changed by the reality of George Floyd’s killing, and the killings of the dozens of other Black men and women, before and after George, at the hands of police.


I am the pastor of a multiethnic church in Southern California where the majority of the congregation is white. Even so, Isaac has been raised around so many ethnicities. He has aunties of all colors, friends of pretty much every race. We’ve created a diverse family around us, and my children have grown up in a diverse, multiethnic setting. But in that moment in the car, the reality of the racial tensions and dynamics of America were still there. Isaac was still a little Black boy, and he felt unsafe. A whole new generation has already been marked by the reality of racism—and that is why I’m writing this book.


It’s past time to turn the volume up and not down on the realities of racial tension and dynamics in this country. I want my son and his generation to have a greater story—but to get there we have to talk candidly about our own stories and the racism and injustice we’ve faced.


The words that will follow on these pages are driven by this “why”—I want a better tomorrow for my children. I want a better world for the next generation.


STRETCHED BY JUSTICE


A few years ago, I was at a staff retreat. We were all milling around, settling in, and one of my colleagues was on her laptop. All of a sudden she called out, “All right, who wants to join me?” A few people raised their voices in affirmation and I, intrigued, asked what she was talking about. Well, every year Disneyland does something called the Half Marathon—13.1 miles to run (or walk). You can run for a charity or just for the fun of it—and let me tell you, I’m not a “run just for the fun of it” type of guy. In fact, I’m not a runner or even a walker; I’m pretty much just an eater/sleeper. But for some reason that day, I told my colleague to sign me up!


Next time I was preaching, I decided (in my hubris or folly—probably both) to let the congregation in on my new adventure. Everyone erupted in applause at the news, just as excited and enthusiastic as they could be. Well, the race was about six months away at this point, and I hadn’t even begun preparing: no prepping, no working out, nothing.


Enter Justice.


Now, Justice is a member of the congregation, and this man is something else. He’s absolutely ripped. His arms are the size of small cars, his physique is that of a bodybuilder, and he did, in fact, compete as a bodybuilder. Main point? Justice was in peak physical shape. As the weeks had been going by and the Half Marathon was getting closer, Justice was watching me every Sunday and, I guess, he was getting a little concerned. Eventually he contacted the church office to set up a meeting with me, and when he came in, we exchanged pleasantries, chatted a bit, and then Justice got down to business. He told me that he’d been watching me and hadn’t noticed any change in me or my body (how could he tell? I wanted to know). He asked what I was doing to prepare for the Half Marathon, and I said nothing. I don’t think he was all that surprised. So, Justice told me he has a gym, that he was a trainer, and that he wanted to train me for free to get ready for the Half Marathon.


I went ahead and took him up on it.


For our first meeting, Justice came over to my house with balls, ropes, and all kinds of exercise equipment I’d never used before. I was side-eyeing him pretty hard, and sure enough, those first twenty minutes were excruciating.


Justice had me exercising like I had never exercised in my life. I was sweating, huffing and puffing, out of breath, exhausted, and just about ready to give up and tap out. Around that time, I heard Justice say, “All right, Albert.”


I thought that “All right” meant we were done for the day—that I’d completed my first workout and lived to tell the tale. But Justice kept talking: “Let’s get the workout started.”


I looked at Justice incredulously. “What was that we just did for twenty minutes?”


“That was just stretching,” he said. “That was just the prep for the workout to come. You had to stretch your muscles first.”


I shook my head in disbelief. That stretching almost took me out.


Friends, when I think about the next few chapters we’ll journey through together, I think about the justice of the gospel and what it demands of us: Racial reconciliation will stretch us, offend us, go into our comfort zones and totally disrupt them—and just when we’re about ready to give up and don’t want to be stretched any further? That’s when we hear Jesus calling, saying, “We’re just getting started.”


Over those months of training, I did not enjoy Justice, but I was thankful for him. I did not like Justice, but I loved him. I did not appreciate him, but I respected him and acknowledged that he was a necessary force and blessing to get me to the place I desired to go. This work of reconciliation ahead of us… you may not like it, but it will help us love one another better. We may not appreciate it, but it will help us respect each other better. This work makes us better so that we can, in turn, create a better world.


So, I invite you to be stretched—to be offended, to allow justice to be your trainer. Because the justice of God flows directly from the love of God.


Let’s let justice stretch us through these pages, so that by the end, we’re ready to get started.


AN INVITATION TO A STAINED TABLE


One of the most profound themes and visions of how Jesus sees mankind in the Scriptures is this: We are His family. We are the family of faith, the family of God. And in this family, there are ways we are supposed to treat one another.


Two words capture this family and who God is to all of us: Our Father.


There are huge implications here: (1) We have a Father, and it is God; (2) He is good and loving toward His family and children; (3) we are Our Father’s children, and that makes all of us siblings.


I have four children of my own: two daughters and two sons. How my kids treat one another is a major deal to me. It matters that they are kind and loving toward one another, that they stick up for each other and protect one another. If how my kids act is such a big deal to me, then imagine how big a deal how we treat each other is for God.


So, yeah, how we love our siblings really, really matters.


Everything falls into submission at the table stained with the blood of the precious lamb. Everyone is invited to the table where we are reminded of these greatest commandments and how they must color every aspect of our being.


But unfortunately, most tables don’t look like Christ’s blood-stained table. Most Christians won’t comfortably sit there. Instead, a lot of tables found in the modern church, especially the American church, are centered around whiteness as normative. What I mean by this is that whiteness is seen as both the standard and the norm in our nation. It shows up everywhere:




• For years Band-Aid colors have been made to match only white complexions.


• When the iPhone face ID was being developed, all the people used as subjects to train the tech were white, which meant that the ID initially couldn’t recognize people of color or their facial features well once the devices were in consumers’ hands.


• Until recently, emojis on our smartphones and tablets depicted only white people and skin tones. Varying shades of brown weren’t even an option.


• “Americans” refer to white people, while all other Americans require a hyphenated term that includes their race.




While these things may seem small, they still drive my point home: Even the smallest aspects of life in much of the world, but especially in our America, are claimed for whiteness. Whiteness is the first thought, the default. It is the norm. And so, it makes sense that even our tables are centered around whiteness when they should be centered only around God and His heart.


The family table is one of every nation, every tongue, and every tribe, centered around Christ Jesus, but it has moved away from that. To get back to where we’re meant to be, we must display godly sibling love, and that’s why it matters how we treat each other and show up for one another.


Dr. Korie L. Edwards, acclaimed sociologist, professor, and author of The Elusive Dream: The Power of Race in Interracial Churches,1 once said that “being diverse doesn’t mean White people are not going to still be in charge of things.” Through her research on the multiethnic church, Edwards became an ambassador for it, telling the truth about where it is and where it has the potential to go. Naturally, I’ve been incredibly intrigued by her and her research. Edwards found that while the value and vision of the multiethnic church are strong and compelling, the church itself has its limitations. The biggest one? Getting the whole family to sit and stay together at the table.


Over the years Edwards found that whenever multiethnic spaces of faith were cultivated, they were only as diverse and progressive as the comfort of the white members. Read that again.


Once the white members got uncomfortable about something, diversity stopped. And if the multiethnic church dared to keep going? The white members would eventually just leave. Edwards’s research shows us that the biggest challenge to the multiethnic church, then, is how well we convince our white siblings to stay at the table to be stretched with us beyond their comfort zones.


This is not to say that I and other pastors of multiethnic churches want to target and push our white siblings. No, what we want to do is make the family table what it was always meant to be: a space for everyone to learn, to be stretched, to grow, and to know Our Father better.


To my white siblings who’ve found this book in your hands, I just want to encourage you. I want to encourage you to not fall into the statistical problem of leaving the table when things get tough. Instead, I want to invite you to lean in when it gets uncomfortable, to find comfort in the blood of the lamb and the love of your siblings.


This is my call for hope and healing. For a family table that’s gathered to hear and learn from Christ. For us as a family to practice sibling love so that we may honor one another, honor Our Father, and so that we may make positive, lasting change for the generations to come.


1















CHAPTER 2



DEAR SIBLINGS


JESUS AND THE N-WORD


In my work as a pastor, one of my great privileges has been traveling to Angola Prison in Louisiana. Angola is a state penitentiary and is widely known as one of the bloodiest prisons in the country. It houses the most violent criminals you can imagine. Many of the men locked in there were convicted of rape or sexual assault, murder, or some other highly violent crime—and they’re serving life sentences. In other words, many of these men won’t return to society—they’re going to eventually die in Angola because of the severity of their crimes.


With such a hard reputation, it will probably surprise readers to know that the prison is also one of the places I’ve seen God show up and move the most. The story of what God has done and continues to do in Angola is worthy of a book in and of itself. His work has been phenomenal and impactful, and I’m so grateful that I’ve been able to witness it over the years.


I was first connected with Angola through a ministry that regularly goes into prisons and supports pastors with leadership development. I know, it probably sounds a little funny: pastoral leadership development in prison. Well, a few years ago New Orleans Seminary was invited to have a campus in the prison so that the men in Angola could earn a Master of Divinity and other preaching and pastoral degrees. The warden at the time, Warden Cane, decided to do something pretty revolutionary and let the seminary grads plant and launch churches right there in the prison. Over time, revival broke out. Angola went from one of the bloodiest prisons to the most blood bought.


Men were coming to Christ left and right, souls were being saved, and the gospel was spreading far and wide. As the years went by, my work with the prison led me to know some of the men on the inside pretty well. Going in, it’s hard not to remember that any given conversation with someone in the prison was a conversation with someone who has seriously hurt and abused someone. Knowing that, I normally would have been filled with anxiety and fear just being around these men and knowing what they were capable of. But it’s amazing how all of that fear and apprehension falls away in the presence of God. When we are all in the presence of our Lord together, worshipping and fellowshipping, the reality of their crimes and the worst of what they’ve done becomes irrelevant. I have to say that the men of Angola are honestly the freest men I’ve ever seen solely because of their relationship with God.


There’s a photographer in the prison who takes pictures inside. He documents the services and sermons, and his pictures were put into a newsletter that was circulated among the prisoners with updates on local news, events, and stories. The photographer’s name was Lee—this rather heavy-set Asian man who honestly stood out among the other men because Angola was filled with mostly Black, white, and Latino men. I don’t know why Lee is in Angola—I’ve never asked him that—but I believe it was something particularly violent. Over my years visiting Angola and preaching and connecting with the men there, Lee became my brother. I’ll tell you: We are so close. Whenever I see him, we always greet with a warm embrace and have a good chat to just catch up with each other.


So, one day while I was at Angola, Lee and I were having lunch together. Over our meal, he told me how and when he accepted Jesus as his personal savior while serving his sentence and about how amazing and serious his profession of faith was. It was life changing and earth shattering, but then Lee said, “But Pastor, I didn’t know it was real until something happened to me.”


I asked what he meant. So, Lee told me the story.


Some guys on the cell block jumped Lee one night. Using their advantage of surprise, they beat Lee up, but he eventually got the best of them. One of the guys was able to get away from the fight, and the main guy, the one who had apparently orchestrated the jump, was trying to get himself up to make his escape. As he watched this man struggling to stand, Lee knew he could take the man out if he wanted to.


“Pastor,” he said, “this is what I do. I fight. I was so angry I could have taken him out. It would have been nothing to take his life.”


However, as Lee was beating on him, as he saw the opportunity to easily and swiftly take this man’s life, he stopped. He then stooped down, picked the man up, and sent him on his way.


Lee said that at that moment, Jesus became truly real to him because he didn’t want to fight anymore. In that moment, Jesus and his faith took on a new reality because his enemy, suddenly and miraculously, didn’t look like his enemy anymore. There was just something about the transformative gospel of Christ at work in him that made this man and his cronies suddenly not look like enemies deserving of punishment. Lee said he couldn’t understand it—but God.


Where before Lee could have and would have destroyed that man, a different response naturally came forth because God had changed him. His response and proclivity for violence had been transformed, and in that moment his enemy was just not his enemy anymore—his enemy was now his neighbor.


The power of the gospel is such that Jesus Christ not only changes our hearts, but He changes how we see one another—how we see our enemies and those who have done us wrong or dealt us hurts. Where before we harbored anger and pain, we are now filled with grace, just as Christ has grace for us.
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Throughout this book’s development, I had a lot of ideas for titles. Some of them were pretty good and some were really bad. One of the really bad ones was “Jesus and the N-word.” I can still clearly see the look on my wife’s face when I ran it by her. Sweet, caring soul that she is, she was trying her best to be encouraging, but it was also pretty obvious that she was totally mortified and hoping this particular idea would not stick. Well, I got a second opinion from my best friend, Ricky, who, I must say, is a lot less loving and a lot more blunt than my wife. He looked at me and said, “Um, you want people to buy this book, right?” So yeah, “Jesus and the N-word” didn’t make the cut, but I still think it’s an important concept!


See, the “N-word” in this idea is “neighbor,” and I just think that “neighbor” and all that the word entails is important to Jesus. I know we cringe at the idea of the term “N-word” being inappropriate, but I would venture to say that we think of neighbor love as something inappropriate in itself. In the gospels we see the story of the law expert hoping to test Jesus by asking Him what must be done to inherit eternal life. If you know how the story goes, you know Jesus simply steers him to the answer in the Scriptures: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and with all your strength, and all your mind; and love your neighbor as yourself.”1


In other words, the law is built on this faith and love that moves in just two directions:




1. A vertical dynamic where you love the Lord your God


2. A horizontal dynamic where you love your neighbor as yourself




Well, the law expert wasn’t done trying to trap Jesus as well as justify himself, so he asked, “And who is my neighbor?”


I think we all have the capacity to be like the law expert—more than we realize or would like to acknowledge. Who is our neighbor? We want to act neighborly, sure, but who is our neighbor exactly? It’s hard to act neighborly if you don’t know who your neighbor is—the law expert has a point.


But if we really call Christ our savior, we know that argument just doesn’t fly.


When we accept Jesus into our lives, we are brought into this transformative relationship that draws us close to Him. However, what a lot of us miss (or maybe don’t want to acknowledge) is that Jesus and our neighbor are inextricably tied, so to be in relationship with Him is to also be in relationship with them. There’s a direct impact on your relationship with Jesus and your relationship with your neighbor: They have to go together and they have to be connected. If one is separate from the other, you’re missing a big part of what it means to follow Jesus.


All of the prophets and laws sit on these two truths, He says. They’re one package: Love God, love your neighbor. The second direction is not an option for us—it is connected to the first and cannot be done without it. This is a cross-shaped gospel. Our connection with God fuels our connection with one another because it is through our love of Jesus that we’re able to love our neighbors: those who were once our enemies, those who are hard to love, those who are different from us in every possible way.


Jesus is our ultimate source of power, and this vertical plug makes it possible to be connected to Him. Without His power, we cannot love, period. We cannot truly and unconditionally love our neighbors with a radical grace that only Christ can teach us because of what He has done.


If Lee were here reading over your shoulder, he’d tell you: Because of what Jesus has done, he no longer wants to fight, and his enemies have become his neighbors. That’s how he knew his salvation is real, and it’s true for you, too. What if the realness of our salvation was measured by the love we have for our neighbors? What if the true impact of our salvation were to show up in our compassion for our neighbor? I think we’d have tangible, measurable evidence of Jesus at work in our lives, and we’d begin to look more and more like Our Father.


OUR FATHER


When I think about the Lord’s Prayer, these two words always stand out to me and shape me: Our Father. With just two words we’re grafted into a family. We immediately become siblings because we have one father. Christ is inviting His family—His children, our siblings—to sit at the table. And, of course, with every family, there’s drama. There’s a mix of joy and trepidation at the family table, and honestly, that’s just part of being a family—even God’s family. If you look in the book of Ephesians, Paul talks about the idea of what God has done between the Jews and Gentiles:




For this reason, I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles—


Surely you have heard about the administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, that is, the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already written briefly. In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to people in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles and prophets. This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus.2





You see, the Jews and the Gentiles were the epitome of people who didn’t do life together. The Jews were the chosen people, the only ones previously included in the mystery of Christ. But by God’s grace, those on the outside—the Gentiles—were brought into the family as one. Because both the Jews and the Gentiles have said yes to Jesus, they are now alive as one family in Christ.


My pastor friend Greg Waybright calls it “God’s unexpected family.” Going back to Ephesians, Paul says that all who love Jesus are in the same family: We are united by our love for Christ, and so we are united together—an unexpected family that is beautiful and expresses the manifest love of Jesus Christ and the diversity of all God’s children. Of course, we have to be aware that as beautiful as this family is, it is marked with tension.


Paul reminds us that despite the tension and because of the gospel, it is our duty as siblings to no longer bring fight to one another, but to bring fruit.


BRINGING FRUIT, NOT FIGHT


As we think about being in a family with people who are unexpected and different from us, I can’t help but think about the landscape of Christianity as a whole. If I’m being honest, I think so many of us are just tired. The landscape of our faith, especially the political landscape, has become so toxic and abusive over recent years that we are just weary. Because of this, I worry that many Christians have taken our cues from culture rather than Christ, so that when it comes to how we live out our faith at the table, we look less and less like Our Father. We bring more fight than fruit, and we show up in conversations and comment sections on Facebook and Instagram and everywhere else to pick a fight. My hope is that we will be more like Lee, that we won’t want to fight our enemies anymore. I want my salvation to be real. I want our salvation to be real: no more arguing, defensiveness, verbal beatings, or blows. I want to see us bringing fruit to the table so that we may have a robust discourse about the issues of the day. But if I’m telling the truth? That’s not at all what I’m seeing. What I’m seeing more often than not is a lot of fight, and no spiritual fruit.


This brings me to a passage I sit with very often: Galatians 5:22–23, the fruit of the Spirit. Whether you know it well or not, we can all use a refresher:




But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. (ESV)





As we look over the fruits of the Spirit, something always sticks out to me: This fruit is significant because it isn’t forced; it just happens. The thing about fruit is that an orange is not working hard to come out of the tree—an orange is just what happens to a tree that is rooted in the soil and connected to nourishment. What if we were so connected to Christ that the fruit of the Spirit wasn’t something we had to force out of ourselves, but was just something that happened? What if we were so connected to Jesus that kindness and goodness and self-control bloomed from us naturally? Whenever we had disagreements or disappointments or hurts, what if our natural fruit was faithfulness and patience?


When we talk about showing up with our brothers and sisters, specifically in the conversation concerning race, the dynamics of privilege, Black Lives Matter, Asian Lives Matter, Critical Race Theory, systemic racism, and institutional injustice, what would it mean for us to sit down and have these conversations from a place of love and understanding? What would it mean if we could bring the fruit of love and compassion to the table rather than fight and division? How might we be transformed?


We have to ask ourselves: Are we as people of God abiding in Him so that we might have peace? If the answer is yes, then why do we have so much fight?


For us to naturally produce this fruit of the Spirit, we must be rooted. The soil of our soul has to be seeded with the word of God. Like any good soil, it must be tilled and opened to receive.


Is your heart good ground for spiritual fruit to be seeded? Are you open to disrupting the places, experiences, ideas, and perspectives you hold that have become hardened over time? Can you become open to hearing and receiving the word of God concerning one another, the table, and the fruit we ought to be bringing? Is the soil of your soul open for God to do a new thing? Is it open to specifically loving people who are different from you (especially when you oppose their politics and perspectives), or who may feel like the enemy to you? Are you willing to be open?


I ask you again, what would it mean to bring fruit to your siblings and not fight?


CULTIVATED BY COMMUNITY


One of my favorite songs is “Open the Eyes of My Heart.”3 Based on Ephesians 1:18, the lyric that always strikes me is “I want to see You.” What a request of the Lord! I believe that when we are truly connected to God, we develop a biblical vision of one another. When singing this song, we need to open the eyes of our hearts not just to see God but also to see our neighbor. In other words, we have to put down the cultural lens and the typical ways we see (or don’t see) one another, and we have to strive to have kingdom eyes connected to a kingdom vision.


We must refuse to see our siblings as though they are anything other than our true flesh-and-blood siblings. What usually happens when you get into an argument with your blood sibling? Yeah, you’re mad for a while and maybe you don’t talk, but you eventually make up, and not just because Dad tells you to. You make up because the love you share is deeper than the surface. It is a steadfast love. What if we had such love for everyone around us?


Well, enemies immediately would become neighbors, friends would become family. A higher vision of love is achieved and made for the culture, and we no longer put limits on our ability to see, understand, and listen to one another to reduce our bondage in this world. We will no longer ignore institutional injustice, systemic racism, micro- and macro-aggressions that hurt and wound.


This cultivation of the soil of your soul also happens in community. Don’t get it twisted; you cannot do this by yourself. You have to be intentional about surrounding yourself with people, and specifically people who aren’t like you! We have to step outside of our echo chambers and actually cultivate relationships in our hearts and souls that change how we love those who don’t live, act, vote, or think like us. If we can love only those who are just like us, is that real love? Is that real compassion?


I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve sat in conversation with my white siblings inviting them to see my burden and not be my burden. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve carried the burden of having to defend my tears in the outbreak of racial injustice because white siblings want to logicize the type of death, the cause of death, and whether or not it was justified.


It is only through engaging in hard, challenging community that we can learn to see one another’s burdens without becoming them, and then have the courage to lift these burdens as best we can.


To provide an illustration, there was a Black woman at our church who was in a pretty diverse life group. Let’s call her Jackie. There was also a white woman in the group who had some pretty conservative views on race. We’ll call her Lisa. Needless to say, Lisa had lived in a way where she hadn’t carried the same burdens as Black women, especially when it comes to worrying about one’s sons, husband, and other male family members and the police. Jackie was the mother to two sons and was married to a Black man, so the routine killing of Black men by the police affected her personally. At the height of the racial unrest of the summer of 2020, Jackie was carrying a burden that she often brought to life group. Now Lisa had a fondness for police. She had never had a problem with them or reason to be afraid. She didn’t understand why Jackie was afraid and really struggled with Jackie’s perspective. However, she was committed to stretching herself. She was in this life group for a reason, and she was intentionally doing life with people who didn’t look like her or live like her. The soil of her soul was being cultivated in this small group, and she was doing the hard work of sitting at the table with God’s unexpected family.


Well, as time and the group went on, Jackie and Lisa had an experience together. One day while Jackie was dropping her sons off at school, a police officer pulled her over. Now, Jackie just so happened to be on the phone with Lisa and was talking to her on speakerphone. So, when the police officer pulled Jackie over, Lisa was able to overhear their entire interaction. For the next fifteen minutes, Lisa listened to what she would later testify was one of the most devastating lessons that she has ever had to learn. She listened to the fear in Jackie’s voice as she navigated her conversation with the officer. He was rude. He had a blatant tone: sarcastic, smart-alecky, disrespectful, and condescending. Lisa stayed on the phone listening to something she had never in her life experienced, and she couldn’t believe her ears.


Finally, the officer left and there was silence. Fragile as Jackie was after that encounter, she spoke out: “Lisa, are you there?”


But Lisa couldn’t answer because she was crying. She was nearly choking on her tears, unable to speak or do more than just breathe. When Jackie realized that Lisa was crying, she let go and started crying, too.


In that moment, Lisa saw Jackie’s burden. She didn’t try to defend it, explain it away, or rage at it—she just saw it and sat with her sibling in the grief and pain and weight of the burden. Like good siblings, Jackie and Lisa just cried together.


You see, to sit at God’s bloodstained table with this unexpected family, we have to cultivate community and be open to seeing, listening, and hearing. We have to let the soil of our souls be tilled, even when the process is painful and uncomfortable. We cultivate our souls by cultivating our community.


I’m reminded of another story about a dear pastor friend of mine, Derek, and one of his congregants, Jason.


Derek is the head of a pretty diverse life group at his church. There were a few Black guys in the group, but the majority were white, including Jason. Derek is a Black man and they were doing life together and cultivating that community we’ve been talking about when COVID-19 hit and the church, like so many others across the country, closed down public worship. I can tell you from my own experience as a pastor that COVID-19 quickly created two perceived camps in the faith community: Either you had faith in Christ’s protection from the virus and kept your doors open, or you were giving into liberal-media-induced fear and showing a lack of faith by shutting in-person operations down.


Well, Derek had already done his fair share of COVID-19 funerals, so he knew that closing the church doors was the right, and safest, decision for him and his congregants. The life group went virtual and had been continuing on as such as the months went by. As 2020 continued to drag on, we soon saw the deaths of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, and Breonna Taylor, as well as all the racial tensions rising across the country. Many of the Black men in the life group had started talking about their frustration and grief concerning all that was going on, and so the topic was becoming common in their weekly meetings.


Now Jason was a gun-toting, Trump-loving, Black Lives Matter–hating, good old-fashioned American patriot and, needless to say, these life group sessions were getting harder. Soon, Derek received a text from Jason, and Jason said he couldn’t take it anymore—he was leaving the group because he didn’t like what his Black siblings were saying, and he didn’t like that the church was staying virtual.


“You don’t have faith or believe in Jesus,” he told Derek. “These other guys hate the police. I can’t take it anymore, so I’m out.”


In response, Derek did something that I find really remarkable: He reached out to Jason and invited him to lunch.


When they met up, Derek asked Jason, “Are we doing life together? Are you my brother? Are we called to love one another?”


Before Jason could respond, Derek went on: “If all of that’s true, then don’t you ever pull this bull—— again. You’re my brother and you don’t get up and leave the table because you don’t like some decision we made at the church or because your siblings are expressing pain and frustration you don’t agree with. No. We sit at the table, and we have these hard conversations, and we love each other. So don’t bring me this again. I love you and you ain’t going nowhere.”


After that, they finished lunch. And they kept meeting with the group. They’re still meeting to this day.


Sometimes I ask Derek how he’s able to do what he does and deal with it all: the accusations, the frustration, the ignorance. The last time I asked, I remember Derek looking at me with a lot of compassion and saying he can deal with it all because Jason is his brother and a good man, and he loves him. He, Jason, just has no idea what’s happening in the world outside of him. He’s been discipled by news pundits and conspiracy theories, and honestly, those things have discipled him more than the church. So, part of Derek’s time with Jason is intentionally discipling out the racism that has been discipled into him. Then, he said something that really blew me away: “If I’m his brother and I love him, and I won’t have these conversations with him, then who will?”


Friends, the soil of Jason’s soul is being cultivated by someone who loves him enough to work through those hard places and help him see what he hasn’t seen before so that he may become something he’s never been before: a better sibling and a lifter of the burden his Black brothers carry.


Derek, Jason, and the group are still meeting and having hard conversations because they’re committed to one another and to staying at the table together. One of the most challenging parts of loving one another well is staying at the family table when you want to give up and leave because the work feels too overwhelming.


REHEARSE THIS GOSPEL


In addition to staying in the good soil of community so that the fruit of the Spirit will just come out of us, we also have to rehearse the gospel. In Ephesians 3, Paul reminds the Jews and Gentiles who are tempted to give up on each other that they were far off, but God brought them near. They should have received death, but Jesus gave them life. As such, they are the benefactors of one of the greatest amnesty acts in all of human history: They were foreigners with no business being invited in, but God’s grace brought them in. They were there by grace and grace alone. We are here by grace and grace alone. So, we cannot be invited here by grace and then act, live, and love our siblings according to our rights or their rights instead of God’s rights. We cannot partake in God’s grace and operate as if we got here on our own and by our own power.


Realizing that we’re here by grace is what keeps us at the table. It’s not us; it’s God and His grace.


Paul prays that the Jews and the Gentiles won’t be defensive but would stay encouraged to stay at the table and do the hard work of loving one another well. He reminds us that none of us deserve to be here, so we should all live by and give grace just as God gives us His love and grace. If we apply this truth to the conversation about race, immediately the conversation will change: We take the conversation about race and make it, instead, about God’s grace.


OH, WHAT A FEELING TO BE LOVED


One of my favorite passages to preach is in John, when Jesus talks with the Samaritan woman.4 I know, it’s really a classic. But when we look at it through this lens of racial reconciliation and real sibling love, it takes on an even deeper meaning.


See, before we even get to the woman, Jesus calls out a cultural dynamic that has been at play for a long time: Samaritans were people who intermarried and intermingled, diluting the purity of the Jewish race. The Jews wanted a pure race, so they just decided to stop dealing with the Samaritans. They were so frustrated with them that they would avoid Samaria altogether: They would go around the land rather than through it, and they would just not engage at all. But Jesus doesn’t adhere to that. At the start of this passage, He makes a point of going through Samaria and not avoiding it. He lets the disciples know that if they’re going to follow Him, they aren’t going to go around people, perpetuate cultural divides, and act like they don’t even exist.


Jesus makes it loud and clear that so long as we’re following Him, we will not live as if others are beneath us. If we’re following Him, we must go through cultural divides, through cultural biases and prejudices, through self-righteousness and selfishness. We don’t get to ignore people and make decisions based on our own bias, history, and experience. Just as the letter to the Ephesians calls for walls to fall down, we must walk through the debris of what’s fallen down to get to the other side racially, socially, and culturally.


So, Jesus goes to Samaria and encounters the Samaritan woman. He tells her that she doesn’t know what she worships. She tells Him that she knows the Messiah is coming, and this is the moment that stands out to me: “I am the Messiah you are waiting for. I am He. I am the one you have been looking for.” Oh, what a joy it must have been to hear Jesus’ words. Just imagine the hope, love, and restoration this woman has been needing, and she finds it all standing right in front of her in Jesus. She is so amazed that she takes off running through the streets saying, “Come see a man who told me everything I ever did! Could this be the Christ?”


It all reminds me of a scene in one of my favorite films, Coming to America.5 In this particular scene Eddie Murphy’s character, Prince Akeem, is so excited because he’s just gotten his first kiss from his American love. As he’s walking home through the alleys of New York he’s singing at the top of his lungs, “To be loved! To be loved! Oh, what a feeling to be loved!” People in the windows above are yelling at him, hurling expletives and telling him to shut up, but he just can’t help himself because he’s just had this amazing encounter and has to make it known—oh, what a feeling to be loved!


I imagine the Samaritan woman doing something similar after she speaks with Jesus. She’s just encountered a love she’s never seen before, and it has changed and impacted her. To be loved—oh, to be loved! I think if she were to tell you how she was loved really mattered—that how she was loved didn’t leave room for cultural bias to add to her burdens—you’d see how transformed she was.


Jesus loves her in a way that allows her to be honest about her burdens, struggles, and doubts. These burdens are lifted, and this love offers her something greater. Jesus loves her into her purpose, into something more than she could have ever imagined. Throughout His interaction with her, Jesus offers her healing and living water because she has been broken and abused—she’s experienced less than what she was created for, and He sees it. He sees her burden and lifts it.


If only we as siblings would do the same.


Oh, what a feeling to be loved, to be loved by our siblings in a way that pushes us to be loved into our purpose and promise of our creation—our Imago Dei. Oh, to be loved beyond our racial divides and differences! But we won’t get here by ignoring each other and avoiding each other. We need to see the divides and acknowledge them and the pain they cause in order to heal them. We have to go through Samaria because it’s there that we will find and deliver healing and love.


I want to be clear: I am not asking white people to be the saviors of Black people. I am not asking Black people to be the saviors of other people. We all only have one savior and that’s Jesus. But what if we followed His example? What if we saw one another’s needs, listened to one another’s stories of abuse and believed them?


All of us in this family have the ability to offer something greater: the living water, the power of the Holy Spirit.


At the end of this story, John includes an interesting dynamic. When the disciples come back and see the woman leaving, they have a ton of questions. However, they ask Jesus just one: “Are you hungry? We’ve brought you something to eat.” Jesus’ answer is pretty astonishing. He tells them, “No, I am satisfied. I am full.”


The disciples wonder if someone brought Him something to eat. They ask themselves, How can He be satisfied? Then Jesus tells them that He has food that they know not of. The secret is that there was something about the encounter with the Samaritan woman that was spiritually and physically satisfying for Jesus. It filled Him. That moment of offering healing and love that was tailor-made for the Samaritan woman filled Him as much as it filled her. And friends? This same satisfaction is found at the table of racial reconciliation. This work of love is a satisfying work.


Jesus tells His disciples that there’s food for His soul that they know nothing about—it’s the first time “soul food” is mentioned in the Bible. So, friends, let us come to the table and love one another so we may feast on this original soul food.


HOW MY SISTERS LOVED ME


I am the youngest of three: I have two older sisters, Diowanni and Larissa, and I’m the baby boy. Growing up, whenever we took vacations as a family, they were always to church conventions, usually held at a hotel. I remember when I was about eight or nine years old we were on one of these vacations, and my sisters and I were at the hotel pool. We were playing around and having fun with each other and some of the other kids. Well, being the clown that I can be, I went to stand over by the deep end of the pool and started pretending to dive.


Reader, I cannot swim. I had no floaties. I had no business being on that side of the pool, let alone that close to the deep water. I normally lived in the three-foot section of the pool. Maybe one day I’ll be able to dive into deep water and swim, but this was not that day.


So, I’m goofing off, pretending like I’m going to take a swan dive into the water, arching my arms and bending my legs, bowing my head, when this teenage girl comes walking by, sees me, and then pushes me into the pool.


I have no idea why she did it, but she did—just pushed me right into the water. Now I’m in the deep end sinking to the bottom. The water is closing over my head and I’m going down, and immediately my sisters are there. Larissa had seen the girl who pushed me, and she quickly runs over to her and begins absolutely going off. She tells this girl that I can’t swim, asks her what in the world was she thinking pushing me in. She’s about to beat this girl up—all the while, I’m still underwater trying not to drown. So, my oldest sister, Diowanni, jumps into the water to save me. She swims over to me, grabs me off the pool floor, and lifts me up and out. I’m hacking and coughing and all that, and I look at her in awe because she and Larissa have literally just saved my life.


See, my two sisters loved me well in that moment. They loved me like I hope we will love one another as siblings: that we will lift each other up, save each other when we are drowning, and fight those who dare push us down.


THE VACCINE


In the late fall of 2020, the vaccines for COVID-19 were announced. After nearly a year of work, research, and development by dedicated scientists the world over, a vaccine was finally ready to be released to the public. By December, the vaccine was rolling out to the most vulnerable members of our communities. I remember thinking that this was the first glimpse of hope for the end of COVID-19. However, just as hope was delivered, there was talk of a pause in vaccine delivery.


See, while the first vaccine was ready to go and roll out, it had some restrictions. Mainly, it had to be delivered at a very specific temperature to ensure it was still viable for use. Basically, it had to be kept at some subzero temperature, so all the companies, trucks, and pharmacies that would carry it now had to be equipped with special freezers to ensure the vaccine was stored properly for distribution—and not all of them were.


Thanks be to God that vaccine has everything you need to fight COVID-19, but it had to be delivered under just the right circumstances for it to be usable, and it took time for that to happen worldwide. I think this is an excellent demonstration for how we’re meant to love one another as siblings. See, we already know love is the answer—love is our vaccine. But the temperature at which our love is delivered matters. Love is and always has been and always will be the answer. Jesus Christ has always been love. He calls us to love Him and one another and to hate indifference. In fact, He’s very clear about what love is and what it is not.


The first letter to the Corinthians, 13:4–8, breaks it down for us:




Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.





If we take and commit to loving one another in the vision provided for us in 1 Corinthians, it changes us and how we experience one another at this table. Like the vaccine, love does best under these specific circumstances, and it can take us a while to get there. It is a sign of spiritual immaturity when your love doesn’t look like what God says love is. We see Paul make the comparison himself in verse 11:




When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me.





Like Paul, our love can be childish and immature, lacking understanding. In order for us to truly love one another, our love has to grow up. And when love grows up? It looks like empathy, sacrifice, justice, and grace. When love grows up, it looks like Jesus.


As siblings, may we grow up in our love and let our mature love shape how we love one another. May our love grow up in Jesus’ name.
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