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To Cindy

My soulmate,

warrior princess, and

fierce defender

Only because of you

and with you

have I come this far






Introduction


Everything is changing. People are taking their comedians seriously and the politicians as a joke.

—WILL ROGERS
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In the heart of America’s political system lies the Middle—a growing group of people who sometimes wonder if they are the ones out of touch with reality, not for their sensible views, but because of the relentless shouting from the extremes around them. They question what happened to the great country that, not so long ago, prided itself on talking things through, rolling up its sleeves, working things out, and finding a better path forward together.

The Middle has grown tired of the incessant “us versus them” mentality that dominates nearly every facet of American life—religion, politics, economics, health care, climate change, abortion, race, and virtually every other societal issue in between. They are fed up with both sides of the political spectrum claiming to be right—and the other wrong—and using God Almighty to support their arguments, while failing to act in a way that reflects the good Word. They are disenchanted with the rigid litmus tests applied to nearly every issue—from immigration and gun laws to abortion, same-sex marriage, and taxes—tests that leave no room for discussion or middle ground.

Those Americans in the Middle want reassurance that they are not alone in this endless echo chamber and that there are others out there who want to make meaningful changes to bring compromise, civility, and less partisanship to politics and our everyday lives. They want to go to work, raise their children, build a future, and pay their taxes without unnecessary government interference. They want to pursue the Founding Fathers’ promise of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness on their own.

Today, people in the Middle are tired of the government’s overreach—deciding what kind of car they drive, the appliances they use, the schools their children attend, their personal and reproductive choices, their financial retirement plans, and even the news and social media they consume.

This isn’t a political statement; it’s a statement of fact. As the nation’s population has grown, local, state, and federal governments have expanded in size and extended their reach deeper into the fabric of Main Street. This group in the Middle doesn’t despise government, but they do resent the systems and structures of government that have locked us into endless left-versus-right battles and have turned neighbor against neighbor.

More than anything, those in the Middle want to be left alone. They recognize the government’s legitimate role in society but are fed up with the “nanny state” mentality of local, state, and national politicians who seem to believe they know what’s best for everyone and want to make every important decision in their lives.

They are sick of the zero-sum game of politics, in which elected officials and faith leaders claim the moral high ground on complex issues, leaving no room for compromise or mutual understanding. They’re tired of the narrative that demands all or nothing. The Middle is weary of every issue being a choice between good and evil with nothing in between. Americans in the Middle want a political environment in which common sense, civility, and respect prevail; where differences and the complexities of life are acknowledged and understood; and where solutions are discovered through cooperation and compromise.

The idea of the Middle—and what we can do as a society to bring people back from the extremes —stems from more than three and a half decades of my experience with people in the pews (as a business leader), the pulpit (as pastor), and politics (as mayor).

Over the past thirty years, I have spent my life speaking to and leading people. This leadership has placed me before audiences ranging from thousands of weekly parishioners and various conferences to the United Nations, peace missions to Northern Sudan, political rallies, the chambers of the Texas legislature, and countless boardrooms—not to mention the living rooms of parishioners and one-on-one conversations with constituents and everyday clients navigating difficult situations. In all these settings, I have listened carefully, honored the humanity of every person involved, and tried to find a way to cut through the noise and reveal the heart of the unique challenges people from all walks of life face.

Now, with a humble heart, I’m ready to tackle one of the most serious issues in America today—and hopefully, with your help, to bring our country back from the extremes. Perhaps together we can begin a grassroots movement away from the divisive edges and toward the shared humanity and commitment to life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness that belong to all of us.






CHAPTER 1 The Middle: A Philosophy


[image: ]

The Middle is not a new concept. Dwight D. Eisenhower, a five-star general in the United States Army and later the thirty-fourth president, was a centrist and moderate who sought a “middle way” from the radicals on the left and reactionaries on the right. While most of his fellow Republicans at the time were committed to limited government, a capitalist system, and individual freedom, Eisenhower believed the federal government needed to be involved in its citizens’ lives—but only to a certain extent.

On August 20, 1952, during a presidential campaign speech in Boise, Idaho, Eisenhower told the audience that the Founding Fathers had envisioned a government guided by a middle way:


You see, there are many in our country who say there are only two roads to the future—one off to the right, by following which we become reactionaries. We go back to the place where we think we should have lived in 1852. Then there are others who say you must continually go to the left. Those people say, “Let the government do it—turn it over to Washington.” They go so far to the left that we call them radicals.1



Having served as supreme commander of the Allied forces during World War II, Eisenhower chose his words carefully in warning those in the crowd that going too far down either road could result in tyranny. He often compared American politics to bowling, referring to the extremes on both sides as the “gutters.”

When Eisenhower initially ran for the Republican nomination for president in 1952, he did so partly out of a desire to prevent Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio from getting the party nod. Taft, known as “Mr. Republican,” was a staunch conservative, isolationist, and anti-Communist, who favored limited government and opposed labor unions and US involvement in foreign conflicts. Ike defeated Taft at the Republican National Convention in Chicago and chose California Senator Richard Nixon as his running mate.

Eisenhower admired former US Presidents Abraham Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt for being men of the Middle. He respected Lincoln’s methodical approach to ending slavery in America, while ignoring others’ advice to do it faster because of his fear of losing border states.

Ike also celebrated Lincoln’s ability to find common ground while passing the Homestead Act during the Civil War. While powerful groups in Washington, DC, wished to place the lands of the American West into the hands of a powerful (and rich) collection of men, others wanted the federal government to control the land and its natural resources.

Instead, by signing the Homestead Act into law on May 20, 1862, Lincoln allowed American citizens to claim 160 acres of federal land in the West if they occupied the land for at least five years and made improvements. It led to the greatest expansion in American history.

Ike revered Roosevelt, the twenty-sixth president from 1901 to 1909, for his ability to break up monopolies and regulate big business. Roosevelt enforced the Sherman Antitrust Act, dismantling powerful monopolies such as the railroad controlled by J. P. Morgan and James J. Hill, John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, and the American Tobacco Company.

However, Roosevelt’s “Square Deal” didn’t entirely destroy those monopolies. Instead, the federal government aimed at finding middle ground by balancing the interests of businesses, workers, and consumers by making large corporations conform to laws so they couldn’t “exert undue influence and power over the people.”2

Roosevelt “chose the middle way and we will always remember him forever because of that,” Eisenhower told the crowd in Boise, Idaho.3

As part of his presidential campaign, Eisenhower implored voters to accept what he called “social gains”: education for their children, decent housing, workers’ rights, insurance against disasters and unemployment, and equal opportunities for everyone, regardless of race, religion, or national origin.

Eisenhower called those social gains “a solid floor that keeps all of us from falling into the pit of disaster.”4 He decried a federal government that was too big and did everything “but come in and wash the dishes.”5

“But on top of that floor, let’s not interfere with the incentive, the ambition, the right of any of you to build the most glorious structure on top of that floor that you can imagine,” Eisenhower said. “We are going to gain those things by going right down the middle of the road that gives you every opportunity to expand yourself, to earn and save yourself and your family. We must go forward.”6

On November 4, 1952, Eisenhower defeated Illinois Democratic Governor Adlai Stevenson II in a landslide victory, receiving 54.9 percent of the popular vote.7 Ike was the first Republican president elected in twenty years. Four years later, he beat Stevenson soundly again, collecting 57.4 percent of the vote.8

During his eight years in the White House, Eisenhower had an average approval rating of about 65 percent.9 He ended America’s involvement in the unpopular Korean War, signed the first civil rights legislation since Reconstruction, championed the Interstate Highway System, worked to contain Communism, and balanced the budget three times, even while expanding Social Security.

By trying to find the middle way—even while facing opposition from some powerful people in his own party—Eisenhower’s approval rating was higher in his final year in office than it was in his first.

After Eisenhower left the White House, the Republican party shifted away from his moderate approach, adopting a more conservative platform that emphasized limited government involvement in the economy, accentuated states’ rights, and restored law and order during the turbulent 1960s. By the time Ronald Reagan became president in 1981, Republicans had fully embraced economic conservatism, such as tax cuts and supply-side economics—along with a range of social issues, from pro-life platforms to issues surrounding LGBT debates.

In recent years, American politics has moved further to the left under Democratic Presidents Barack Obama and Joe Biden, and further to the right under Donald Trump. This has left those in the Middle often feeling ignored and unrepresented.

When did the Middle become a bad thing? The last time I checked, being “right down the middle” has almost always been a good thing.

Golf is one of my favorite hobbies. The players who have the lowest handicaps are usually the ones who hit their tee shots down the middle of fairways and find the middle of clubfaces. Hitting a ball too far to the right or left can spoil the round of a lifetime, but figuring out how to hit every shot down the middle can transform an average golfer into a low handicapper.

Football—especially college football—is my favorite sport to watch. Teams that run the ball down the middle of the field typically score. Kickers try to find the middle of the uprights on field goals and extra points. No one gets bonus points for bouncing a ball off an upright.

As Eisenhower noted, America’s Founding Fathers hoped to establish a “middle way of government.” In the closing of the Declaration of Independence, great men such as George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, James Madison, and others promised to “pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.”10

These founders believed so deeply in the principles and cause of the American Revolution that they pledged themselves to one another. Men who debated and argued with great respect over significant matters—those who would go on to establish the greatest nation on earth—still found within themselves, despite their differences and disagreements, a purpose greater than their own ambitions. They resolved that the cause of the Middle, standing against the tyranny of extremes, was worth dedicating their lives to.

Our time in America is not much different, but something in our collective humanity—among our neighbors and leaders alike—has dramatically changed. Somehow, we have lost sight of the greater bond that unites us and brings out the best in ourselves during our most challenging seasons.

We find ourselves living in a time where the tyranny of the noisy extremes is turning Americans against one another on multiple fronts. We define ourselves increasingly by political affiliation, race, and identity, to the extent that we have forgotten what it means to uphold the sacred honor we owe not only to ourselves but also to one another as fellow human beings—and as fellow Americans.

It’s time for the majority in the Middle to recover their voice and drown out the noisy minority of extremes that seek to control and divide. It’s time for the Middle to reclaim the honor we owe one another, showing respect even when we disagree. It’s time for the Middle to resolve to seek to understand other viewpoints and ideas before demanding acquiescence to one viewpoint loudly proclaimed by an extremist tribe.

It’s time for the Middle to honor the complexity of difficult issues and to choose respect and integrity over vilification and demonization. It’s time for the Middle to extend unlimited liability (love) to one another in the understanding that we all fall short, none of us is perfect, and the best we can hope to do is find our common ground and press on together. It’s time for the Middle to recover its voice—rooted in the founding of this country—and reject the tyranny of the noisy minority.

It’s time for the Middle to engage the public square—whether at the water cooler or in the bleachers of Little League games—and demonstrate what open minds and hearts look and act like in the true spirit of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

We are living in a political and cultural time defined by the old Pareto Principle, commonly known as the 80/20 rule. Today, 20 percent of the American population—10 percent on the far left and 10 percent on the far right—accounts for 80 percent of the noise that dominates air waves, debates, and political discussions.

Sadly, the reality is that the 80 percent in the Middle has lost sight of its power, voice, and solidarity. Yet if properly led and channeled, however, these strengths could embolden the Middle to drown out the noise from the 20 percent on the far edges—and, in doing so, save American politics and America itself from the tyranny of the extremes.

A nation divided right down the middle in the most recent US presidential election is proof of this concept, especially when working with a Congress that at any given time can barely eke out a majority. As bad as that might seem on the surface, it is less a sign of a hopelessly divided nation and more an indication of a country fluctuating along the Middle.

The Middle is all around us, yet the obvious signs are often missed. Its power is like a set of jumper cables—harnessing the best of a positive post and a negative post to create an entirely new source of power.

The Middle is like the mass of the earth—most alive and creative between the poles, and most deadly at the poles. No one lives at the poles for anything other than exploration and scientific discovery, yet between them the power of nature produces creativity, life, and activity, offering endless options.

As I found myself floating down a river, one weekend not too long ago, I thought about the complex journey of the Middle. Though occasionally it is good to find a brief respite on the shore, it is not where opportunity and discovery occur.

Depending on the size, depth, and speed of a river, the most prized fish—trout, bass, pike, muskellunge, and others—are found in the mid-channel. This is because food sources like mayflies, caddis flies, freshwater shrimp, and crayfish are located in the main current. Herons, egrets, ducks, and geese are often found floating and feeding on smaller fish or aquatic plants in the middle of a river as well.

Think about it: We are told to keep it in the middle of the lane when driving down the road. When we hang a picture on the wall, we’ll sometimes use a measuring stick to find the middle and a level—with the bubble in the middle—to get the frame perfectly straight.

Most of us are living in the Middle right now and might not even realize it. Our homes are most comfortable with temperatures “in the middle,” not too hot or too cold. We moderate the temperature in our cars and trucks for the same reason. We freeze our ice cream and heat our dinners, only to let it sit out for a minute or two until it’s “not too hot” or “not too cold” before eating it.

Living in the Middle means striving for balance and moderation in our lifestyle—avoiding excessive alcohol, sugar, and red meat. It means not being too strict or lenient when it comes to raising our children. It also means being prudent in our investments, building a balanced portfolio of stocks and bonds without going all in on one strategy.

Most of us spend each day with our loved ones in the Middle. The typical day is filled with neither Valentine’s romance nor unbearable tension; instead, we hope for a good day that isn’t too high or too low, so our adrenaline doesn’t spike. We simply “do life” with the people who matter most to us. This isn’t settling—it’s a safe and comfortable place to not only survive but also thrive.

Loud and boisterous extremes in America have been made louder and even more boisterous by the ubiquitous presence of the Internet and social media. Deafening voices on both the left and the right label and blame one another rather than seeking to understand the other side. Their struggle has become one of “us versus them,” manipulated by the extreme 20 percent on the edges, who criticizes anyone who doubts, questions, or resists their chosen orthodoxy of the extremes.

Much like the Founding Fathers, who stood against the tyranny of a colonial power seeking to impose taxation without representation and erode America’s freedoms, today’s extremes are fueled by the same idea that everyday people must be told what to do, how to do it, and to listen to and follow only the voices of the powerful leaders of the extremes. Those on the extreme right and left vie for control of the agenda and lives of people because, deep down, they don’t believe the average person in the Middle is capable of self-governance toward a sufficient pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness.

Partisanship and sometimes-aggressive division mark American history. But this partisanship has become overly personal, and division is treated as a badge of honor rather than a chasm to bridge for the good of us all.

The Middle is not a movement of people throwing up their hands and saying, “Can’t we all just get along?” It is not a majority of Americans without backbone or conviction. This Middle is tired of sitting quietly while the noise of the extremes gets louder with each passing day. They are ready to rock the boat—they just need to know that this quiet majority does exist and they will not be alone when they finally raise their voice.

The Middle has witnessed the damage inflicted by the extremes for far too long and understands there is a better path for our shared humanity and country. It chooses not to focus solely on the positives and negatives created by either side but to embrace the best of our collective whole and what we can all bring to the better synergy of a new way.

Within the pages of this book, the Middle will find they are not alone in what they are hearing and feeling. The hope of this book is for the Middle to hear the calling that they are not the “crazy” or the marginalized but are instead the majority who must find their collective voice that has been drowned out by the very loud extremes. There is a stirring among the silent majority that is quietly echoing throughout this nation, waiting for a spark to ignite the flame of fearlessness to heal a divided nation. This is a calling of the quiet majority, not ignored, and one that will not come from the current halls of power. It will be a movement, once again, “of the people, by the people, and for the people.”






CHAPTER 2 Problem Solver
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Growing up in Oklahoma, I was exposed to the seductive certainty of extreme perspectives, after my mother, sister, and I found refuge among Southern Baptists amid the raging storm of our broken home.

I didn’t start attending church regularly until after my parents divorced in the late 1970s. There, I was introduced to the “Moral Majority”—and its extremes. In the Southern Baptist Church, smoking, drinking, and cursing were forbidden. This extreme easily categorized people based on their life choices and seemed so sure and powerful. Who were we to question this authority and this segregation? After all, they were the expert shepherds, and we were just the lowly sheep.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but one of the signs of extremism is a rigid certainty and a readiness to pass judgment on others—and to base it on some perceived divine or governmental authority.

We found safety and a supportive community in the church. Whether we realized it at the time or not, we were learning that leaders were not to be questioned. After all, they appeared to have their lives together, and it seemed to be working. But oddly enough, I noticed how certain people were viewed differently by those in positions of perceived power. Those in positions of authority seemed to have a difficult time understanding that many in the pews had imperfect backgrounds, yet they were still people who shared a common humanity and lives filled with stories we could all learn from with great humility and empathy.

It wasn’t long before I realized that the men and women who were divorced, including my mother, sat in the back of the auditorium during church services. They were people who had done “those things.” Failing to make their marriages work, no matter how hard they might have tried, came with a scarlet letter of “former this” or “former that.” Rarely were they referred to as simply Mr. Smith or Mrs. Jones at church functions; instead, they were often seen through the lens of their mistakes and struggles. It was a kind of hypocrisy I was too young to understand.

In that Southern Baptist church in the 1970s, there was not as much of a shared humanity as a measured attainment of grace, righteousness, and standing. That is, it wasn’t so much an attitude of “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God”11 but rather one of “you’ve fallen much shorter of the glory of God than I have.”

To be clear, I don’t think it was done as a form of strict segregation or labeling. I believe the hearts and minds of most of those in this large church were in the right place, but the seeds of “us versus them” had been planted. Over time, people in the church who didn’t agree with you were overlooked and disrespected.

The social exclusion of people who had been divorced or had different views from the leaders eventually grew into the separation of the church and others—not just church and state. There was the extreme example of “churchgoing” people and those who did not attend church, who were oftentimes labeled as “those people” or in today’s more common term, “the unchurched.”

I didn’t notice this dynamic until later in life, during my own season away from church. Only then did I personally experience the “us versus them” mentality. It wasn’t a separation left up to the Lord of the heavens, who would one day divide the heavenly sheep from the goats, but rather an earthly action produced by faulty humans who segregated insiders and outsiders to the detriment of both. Those people who fell in the Middle—many of whom were trying to find their way and might even have listened to calm, gentle voices—instead became isolated, victims of the extremes operating inside and outside the church.

In the early 1990s, I led a Bible study at our church in Oklahoma with my wife, Cindy—my junior-high sweetheart. During one session, while reading Henry T. Blackaby, Richard Blackaby, and Claude V. King’s Experiencing God, I asked, “Would you sell everything and just take off and see what God would do?” A few nights later at dinner, I told Cindy, “Maybe that’s what we should do.”

We sold nearly everything we owned, loaded up our two young kids, and moved to Louisville, Kentucky, where I attended the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. I didn’t necessarily move to Louisville to become a minister; I wanted to prove a personal theological point—that God could be trusted if you left everything behind and trusted Him for the next step and everything in between. I left a well-paying job in the food industry and took jobs at a local Chili’s restaurant and a tennis pro shop to support our growing family. Our third child was on the way soon after we arrived in Kentucky.

In some ways, this journey was my own personal experiment. But it was mine alone, and I didn’t measure anyone else by where they were compared to where I was headed.

After finishing seminary, I didn’t send out résumés for church positions. Instead, I waited, prayed, and watched for the next step, until I received a phone call from a group wanting to start a small church in Midland, Texas. This was on the heels of the Southern Baptist Convention’s “Battle for the Bible,” a ten-year conflict where the religious right and Bible literalists sought control of the largest Protestant denomination in the United States.

The “Battle for the Bible” was its own form of religious extremism, waged between the right and left sides of the Southern Baptist Convention. It became clear to those in the Middle that the church was no longer a place for discussion, debate, or differences. The people working in the extremes ostracized anyone who disagreed with them, in the name of guarding the truth once and for all. In the end, this battle of extremes did more harm than good, yielding little long-term benefit for the majority of Southern Baptists in the Middle.

Long before I transitioned into politics, I had already witnessed the politics of religion—especially in my denomination—playing out at the local and state levels. There were multiple inflexible litmus tests that one had to adhere to, starting with the understanding that no one could question the pastors and professors who had won the Battle for the Bible and the Southern Baptist Convention.

Over time, I came to understand that fear and self-protection were at the core of this division. I realized the church leadership’s need to defend what they thought was right and what they thought was under attack. What I came to realize later in my pastoral career, however, was that much of what occurred during the Battle for the Bible wasn’t truly about Christians discussing matters that deserved legitimate debate. Rather, it was a matter of these Christians arguing with those Christians about who was “right.”

These were early, formative times in my career. After years of meeting people on both sides of these battles, I became even more convinced of the importance of seeking to understand before demanding to be understood.

When I graduated from the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, one of my professors—who I greatly enjoyed and who had a front-row seat to the Southern Baptist battles—told me, “Whatever you do, don’t bring the politics you learned into your pulpit.”

Though I thought the professor’s comment somewhat strange, given his experience and reputation, I accepted it as sage advice that there is a better way to work through our issues. I truly believe to this day that this mentor instilled in me a desire to find ways through our division with people rather than through people with our divisions.

When we founded Stonegate Fellowship Church in Midland in 1999, we started with about fifty families. By the time I stepped away from the pulpit in the fall of 2018, we had more than five thousand people attending services across multiple campuses. Even as a pastor, I witnessed extremes in the church. I’ll admit, in my early days of preaching, I didn’t always deliver the message of love and grace when it came to same-sex relationships. One Sunday, I told our congregation about the “perverted” relationship between actresses Ellen DeGeneres and Anne Heche, who were being referred to by the media as the “world’s first gay super couple.” As I described their relationship, I noticed many people in the pews nodding their heads in agreement.

The next day, however, a friend offered me wise counsel: “When you use words like pervert and perversion, people who are struggling, or just disagree with you, won’t come talk to you because you’ve already labeled them.” I was being challenged by the concept of how to disagree without disrespect; a relational reality that has now become even more of a conviction of mine in these days of the extremes. I apologized the following Sunday for leading the congregation down the wrong path. My convictions about relationships hadn’t changed, but I recognized that my words and conduct had failed to show respect for our common humanity, and they did not leave the door open for honest conversation without disrespect. It was another turning point in our church to say, “We’re not going to use our words to label, hurt, or disrespect people.”

From that day forward, I vowed to follow the astute guidance of a counselor in Midland, who once told me, “I might not understand you or your issues, but I’ll take a long walk with you toward Jesus, respect you, and we’ll see what we discover.”

Over the years, I had the privilege of walking alongside numerous individuals, couples, and families. The stories they shared often came from places of deep vulnerability and required tremendous trust. I had always tried to make it clear, both in my words and actions, that their stories mattered. My role was not to define people by their struggles but to walk with them through them.

Many of those conversations challenged my long-held beliefs and opinions. Still, I made a conscious choice not to shame or judge but rather to listen, to understand, and to find a way to share life together in mutual support. There were moments when we simply had to agree to disagree. But more often, we found ourselves on a journey together, doing what I’ve often described as “walking toward Jesus together.”

But all of this was made possible because I valued our shared humanity even with our strong convictions. With this mindset we were able to walk through some difficult and often embarrassing stories. When the stories became public, we stood by our new friends, we had their back, and we wouldn’t let others shame or ridicule them. Oftentimes, new chapters of hope and progress were written. Other times, the only solution was honor and love. But through it all, I tried my best to make sure we valued that person’s life over his or her story.

During my tenure as pastor, I walked with more than a few couples through times of crisis involving complicated and even life-threatening pregnancies. In a few cases, the doctors had advised them that the pregnancy would need to be terminated because the child’s organs had not developed properly and the pregnancy would put the mother’s life in danger. These were gut-wrenching, life-and-death situations and the worst kind of tragedy a couple could face. These matters did not neatly fit in the categories of the left and the right; they demanded listening, understanding, loving, and grieving together.

These experiences didn’t change my views on abortion, but they dramatically altered my perception of people who were walking through these crises. I realized that these situations are sometimes not as cut-and-dried as I’d once assumed. Not every scared, expectant mother was either an “evil baby killer” or a “heroic baby saver.” Rather, these were all fellow humans, going through difficult challenges, trying to navigate questions of life and death based on their beliefs of what is right and wrong.

The mother and father would sit across from me in tears, asking, “What do we do? We’re going to be known as the people who had an abortion.”

“You might be,” I would tell them, “but I’m hearing your story.” I would remind them that we were here to walk with them and seek to understand rather than demand to be understood. I reminded them we would walk with them through the struggle, no matter the choice they ultimately made. This did not compromise our convictions about right and wrong, but it forced us to listen to stories of real people facing real struggles—situations that rarely fit into the black-and-white thinking of the extremes.

People who attended our church or were even curious about us knew our statement of faith. But I did not want that statement of faith to get in the way of people who were searching for the Lord or going through struggles. One preacher said it well: “Just belong before you believe.”

Of course, I wanted people to believe what we believed. Throughout my journey, I realized there might be times when we could not see eye to eye on matters of theology. However, we could find common ground in the fact that we are all humans created in the image of God, and we could still honor one another through our differences.

Our beliefs on matters of theology might endure, but respecting and honoring one another is a critical element of the Christian walk as well. This experience taught me that faith and its inherent conviction are about walking with people, regardless of whether they share your beliefs.

The extremes might say people must get their lives in order before they can belong to the church. The Middle says, “None of us are perfect, so let’s walk together.” Or, as Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mark 2:17 NIV).

This didn’t mean there weren’t real differences of opinion, fact, or even conviction, but there is a communal sense among the Middle that we are all still trying to figure life out, so let’s lower the bar of perfection and raise the bar of our common humanity.

My time at Stonegate Fellowship Church also introduced me to politics. Many of former President George W. Bush’s childhood friends from Midland attended our church.

One of the president’s friends carried a letter from me to President Bush at the White House, which led to a meeting I had with the president regarding human rights violations and religious freedom in China and Sudan. Through this experience, I realized the power of words and opportunity. I learned you must be ready to engage when given the chance because you never know what opportunities might come your way.

I once heard the claim, “You are five people removed from anyone in the world.” This might sound impossible, but over the past twenty-five years, my own experiences have proved it to be true. But why does this matter in a book about the Middle? It matters because, later in this book, we will discuss our shared humanity and what we can each do to move away from the extremes.

You might think you cannot make an actual difference because you don’t have an audience or an extended group of powerful friends. But the truth is, you never know whom your words and actions will influence—the world is truly a very small place. Those in the Middle—the majority of America—cannot underplay the hand of influence they have, whether at the dining room table, at PTA meetings, or even on people they don’t know who might be influenced by their words and actions.

In 2019, just after I’d stepped down as pastor of Stonegate Fellowship Church, I was approached about running for mayor of Midland, one of the wealthiest and most conservative cities in the United States. According to the Bureau of Economic Analysis, Midland’s per capita personal income was $143,469 in 2023, ranking it second among US metropolitan areas, behind only San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, California, which had $148,036.12 The reason Midland has such a wealthy population is that it is in the heart of the Permian Basin, one of the most prolific oil and natural gas regions in the world. The Permian Basin, which is found in western Texas and southeastern New Mexico, produces roughly 40 percent of US crude oil production. As of June 2024, the region’s oil output reached about 6.3 million barrels per day.13 Natural gas production was about 25.4 billion cubic feet per day.14

Midland has been regarded as a Republican stronghold for decades, and politicians at the state and national levels travel there every election to raise money. In recent presidential elections, Republican candidates received more than 70 to 80 percent of the vote in Midland. Former President George H. W. Bush moved to Midland with his wife, Barbara, and their son, George W. Bush, in 1948 to work in the oil industry. The family later moved to Houston, where George H. W. Bush became involved in politics. George W. Bush’s childhood home in Midland is now a museum, commemorating the family’s time in the city.

Running for mayor of Midland was not an easy decision for several reasons. First, I had simply not given it much thought and had no prior ambition for the office. Second, I had launched a consulting company that required focus, effort, travel, and time, so I wasn’t sure I had the time to be mayor, if I even won. The only two compelling reasons for running for office were the number of people asking me to run—and a nagging sense that this unexpected opportunity might be a divine push to get in the political game.

One evening, I sat at the kitchen table and wrote out seven reasons why I shouldn’t run. How could one argue with the perfect number seven? I walked over to my wife, handed her the list, and said, “Here you go. What do you think?”

She didn’t even look at it. She handed the list back to me and said, “You know what you’re supposed to do. You might as well admit it and get busy campaigning.” That was it—from that moment we were in the race, and there was no turning back.

People experienced in local politics told me we’d know if we could win based on our ability to raise campaign funds. To my surprise, we not only raised funds but set a record for Midland mayoral contributions. Money was pouring in, our team was growing and strong, and our platform for doing everything we could to make Midland a top one hundred city in the country came together and gathered steam.

Despite having no platform and little prior interest in public office, I defeated a two-term incumbent. The next February, less than three months into my term, I faced one of the greatest challenges of my life. Everything we had planned and hoped for came to a screeching stop as COVID-19 shut down the world.

The reason I ran for office finally became clear to me: I had been called to shepherd a city through historical challenges. This wasn’t my conclusion; it was the overwhelming sentiment of emails, texts, and conversations among voters as they sought to encourage my family and me in those most challenging, polarizing, and extreme days.

That wasn’t the only realization I had during my early days in office. Now firmly in the public square and removed from the clergy class, I began to see and hear another perspective about how people in the church felt about the extremes behind sanctuary walls. Time after time, I met people in my office who had a church background but felt like they no longer had a home in the church. In most cases, they had made a mistake in the past, and someone from the conservative extreme had used it to convince them they were now an outsider, no longer welcome.

What was most alarming to me was how church leaders had used their mistakes to label people as righteous and not so righteous. Instead of using those experiences to help people become the best versions of themselves, they were held over their heads to make them feel less than others. These stories of real-life pain, induced by the extremes, were behind the reasons for seeking to make Stonegate Fellowship a place of second, third, and fourth chances. From outside the church and inside the public square, I was again reminded that the extremes are pushing us apart—and the Middle is being isolated, searching for fellowship, purpose, and understanding.

Some people may read this and be tempted to say that I must not have stood for anything. But every time I was confronted by those demanding perfection, I assumed two things: first, the perfection demanders (righteous extremists) often had issues they didn’t want anyone to know about; and second, they had forgotten what Jesus told the Pharisees when they brought a woman who had committed adultery: “Let him who is without sin among you be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8:7).
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