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This book is dedicated to my parents, Rudolf and Margaret McPherson, who taught me how to love unconditionally, in spite of the pain that racism inflicted on their lives and the lives of their parents.



FOREWORD
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One of the unavoidable characteristics of the NFL is uncertainty. You never know who will be on your team from year to year. Even after the final roster is set, players get hurt, traded, or released, so you often end the season with many different players than you began with. Given that uncertainty, there are two keys to the success I’ve experienced over the course of my career.

#1: I believe there is an element of greatness inside every person

Believe me when I tell you that I’ve played with guys from every possible walk of life. Countless cultural and experiential differences exist between us, but there is one thing we all have in common: an invisible source of greatness buried deep inside. This endless well of untapped passion and drive to accomplish more than we ever thought possible, especially in the most difficult of times, is also the stuff that glues us together and makes us closer than brothers. As one of their leaders, my responsibility is to draw out that greatness by speaking life into it, and help my teammates realize there is more in them than they even realize, to do whatever I can to bring out the very best in my teammates.

#2: Trust the process

The better we prepare together, the more we win together.

The normal NFL practice on the field is about two hours long, but the time we spend in meetings preparing is many times that. We watch recorded film to study the tendencies and habits of our opponents and our teammates before and after practice each day. In addition, there are countless hours of “extra” off-the-field mental prep. When I first entered the league, I did much of my extra off-the-field prep alone. But I began to notice that the more extra off-the-field preparation I did with my teammates, the more unified we became. This prep time is as much to learn about ourselves as it is to learn about our opponents. It is arduous and tedious at times, but critical to our success as a team.

Healing the racial divide will not be easy, but what great accomplishment is?

If there is one thing our country needs right now, it is a message that instills a belief in every individual that there is an infinite amount of unseen and untapped greatness in every person we meet. The Third Option is that message.

We also need practical steps to follow in our efforts to grow in our understanding of one another. We must move past talking about our differences and begin living out our similarities The Third Option is the book that teaches us how to do that. This is not a book for “those people” but for “we the people.”

There are countless amazing athletes in the NFL, and I’ve learned that the ones who win aren’t always the most talented. Rather, they’re the ones who, along with their teammates, never take their eyes off of their goals, and put in the “extra” hard work and commitment, no matter what they feel in the moment.

Uniting our country will require commitment, sacrifice, and humility, but so does anything great. Anything less is below the value and standard of greatness that deep down we all possess.

Don’t just read this book, live this book.

—Drew Brees



INTRODUCTION
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The Third Option

N* or White Boy?

Did they just call me the N-word? School was out, and I rode my bike as fast as I could through the white neighborhood that stood between me and the safety of home.

My heart pounded as I approached an intersection and faced a red light. Please turn green, please turn green, I repeated in my head. Just in the nick of time, it did. Thank you, God! I crossed the street that served as the gateway into my neighborhood, and zoomed down the hill. I was ten blocks from home.

But I couldn’t slow down yet. In fact, entering my Black neighborhood only meant that I’d exited one potential danger zone and entered another.

“Hey, White boy!” someone called. These words shot through my body like adrenaline, making me feel fearful and anxious all over again. I flew through the streets I knew so well, trying to outpace the name-calling, threats, and insults. I didn’t slow down until I was two blocks from my house.

I grew up in a predominantly Black neighborhood called Lake-view, in Long Island, New York. But from first through eighth grade, I went to school in an all-White neighborhood called Malverne.

At the time, according to my uncle, the one and only black family who moved to Malverne was welcomed warmly—with a burning cross on their front lawn. So it is easy to understand why I never felt comfortable there.

Ocean Avenue ran between Lakeview and Malverne. Each time I pedaled across Ocean Avenue, I experienced anxiety. On this particular day, I had a legitimate reason to: some White kids from Malverne were chasing me out of their neighborhood. I was pedaling as fast as I could to outrun their threats of violence.

So imagine my devastation when—just as I entered the apparent safe haven of my own neighborhood—I heard the words Hey, White boy! As a multiracial kid, I felt like a ping-pong ball bouncing between two worlds, never feeling like I completely belonged to either.

I’m what Black people call a “high yella brother with good hair.” To some, that meant I wasn’t “black enough.” White boy was the not-so-affectionate term by which some Black kids in the neighborhood called me. The White kids used even less endearing terms to describe me.

Growing up, I felt like a perpetual outsider. Aside from my parents’ home, where diversity was embraced and celebrated, it seemed like there was nowhere I could go to fit in. And though it’s been decades since my school days in Lakeview, I still experience the same feelings today from time to time that I did back then.

You may be feeling like I did that day, wondering how you can escape the devastating impacts of racism. Maybe you’ve experienced racism personally, or know someone else who has. Maybe you feel like you’ve been wrongly blamed for racist events that happened long before you were born. Maybe you want to learn how to have a conversation about race but you’re afraid of saying the wrong thing. Maybe you’re trying to recover from the shame of being the target or a perpetrator of racism. Or maybe you’re searching for a way to deal with the race-based hate, resentment, and fear you cling to in your heart.

Whatever your reasons for picking up this book, I commend you for your courage and commitment to tackling racism head-on. I have struggled with most of the issues listed above, too, and look forward to sharing what I’ve learned with you.

Above all, I want to offer you hope. Racial unity is God’s idea, and He promises that if we ask Him for help, He will be faithful to answer us. Let’s approach God with confidence and vulnerability while we trust him to guide us in tackling this issue together.

About Me

My name is Miles McPherson, and I am the senior pastor of the Rock Church, located in “America’s Finest City”: San Diego, California.

I am the proud offspring of two Black grandfathers, a half-Chinese and half-Black grandmother, and a White grandmother. I am of mixed race, but I identify myself as Black. Consequently, the stories and feelings I share in this book are shared through the lens of a Black man.

I’m also a former NFL player. My love affair with football started when I was a kid. Every Sunday during football season, my dad, uncles, and neighbors played pickup games in the park. Even as a child, when I had the ball in my hands, no one, not even the adults, could catch me. At least, that’s how I remember it.

Football came naturally, and I loved every minute that I played, whether in the neighborhood or under stadium lights. In my youth I played in Pop Warner leagues, on my high school team, and at the University of New Haven, where I was the school’s first all-American and its first player to be drafted by and to play in the NFL.

Playing football helped me cultivate a strong sense of unity with others from an early age. I’ve always played with guys who represented all ethnicities and socioeconomic backgrounds. Going to battle with my teammates created a bond between us that bridged our differences. Football is a great tool for teaching us that what is most powerful and valuable about a person is what’s on the inside, not the outside.

Ultimately, it was also football that led me to Jesus. Having attended Catholic school all my life, I learned about God at an early age but walked away from religion after the eighth grade. One night when I was nineteen years old, while I was standing in a department store waiting for my girlfriend to get off work, two hippies who looked like Charles Manson shared the gospel with me. Learning that I was created to have a personal relationship with Jesus rocked my world, and I prayed to receive Christ as my Savior on the spot. For about ten days or so, I was in “spiritual shock.” I did not get high on drugs, I stopped having sex, and spent all day wondering what God wanted to do with my life.

The “high” I felt from my newfound relationship with Jesus eventually went away. Since I didn’t know anyone who could guide me in the growth of my faith, I returned to my old ways: partying, sleeping around, and living a wild and out-of-control lifestyle. When I joined the San Diego Chargers, I dialed it up even further.

During my first two years in the NFL, I was a “guy gone wild.” I smoked a lot of marijuana, used cocaine, and chased women. But all the while, I watched two of my teammates, Sherman Smith and Ray Preston, from afar. Those two Christian men modeled the heart of God and started challenging me to grow in my faith.

On April 12, 1984, at 5:00 a.m., I was lying on a couch in my apartment, my heart pounding in my chest. I’d been using cocaine all night. I was thinking about what those Jesus-loving hippies and my teammates, Sherman and Ray, had said and modeled for me. That morning I recommitted my life to Jesus and never touched cocaine or marijuana again. I reunited with my old girlfriend later that afternoon, and we were married five months later. I played two more years with the Chargers and became known as “the Jesus guy.”

When my four-year career with the Chargers ended, I felt the call of God on my heart to serve in ministry. I served as a youth pastor for eight years, and launched Miles Ahead Youth Crusades. Tens of thousands of kids, representing all different racial and socioeconomic backgrounds, came to know Jesus personally through the ministries I led and worked in. I had finally discovered God’s true purpose for my life.

Eventually, I took over the Sunday night service at Horizon Christian Fellowship, which grew from six hundred people to over three thousand in five years. Again, these services were as diverse as our city. The Rock Church, which I later founded and of which I am now pastor, is attended, in person and online, by over twenty thousand people weekly. I’m proud of the fact that our congregation is as diverse as a bag of Skittles: 48 percent White, 28 percent Latino, 14 percent Black, 7 percent Asian, and 3 percent other ethnicities. These percentages are neither intentional nor accidental.

When we launched the Rock Church, my staff and I committed ourselves to reaching everybody in the city. We based our commitment on two foundational truths: first, that we are all made in the image of God; and second, that the church should reflect the reality that all nations will be gathered in heaven. To this day, we remain committed to these principles, and have extended our reach to five campuses and thirteen microsites, including one in Tijuana and one at a local juvenile detention center and a state prison. Through our online ministry, millions have heard the gospel, and we have recorded over one million decisions for Christ.

A lifetime of experiences—growing up a mixed-race kid in a segregated era of our nation’s history, living in diverse neighborhoods and cities, playing on a diverse NFL team, and pastoring multiethnic congregations—has given me a deeper understanding of God’s heart for his people to live in loving unity. My highest calling is to love others the way Jesus calls us to. While I’ve failed in that endeavor more times than I can count, my greatest desire is to grow more perfect in love, especially toward those who don’t look like me. This book is my earnest attempt to help you do the same.

The stories and perspectives I share are meant to answer the many questions I’ve been posed as a Black pastor of a large, urban, multiracial church. Well-meaning people of all backgrounds want to understand the racial issues that divide our nation, and what they can do to alleviate them. This book is my effort at answering their questions and encouraging us to honor each other and ourselves the way God does.

The Third Option: Honor

Do you find yourself getting angry or defensive when you think or talk about race? Do you look at the racial divide and wish there was a solution? Do you, like Rodney King, ask why we all can’t get along? If so, I want you to know that (1) you are not alone, (2) racism corrupts our souls, (3) culture promotes racism, and (4) there’s a Third Option that can set us free.

Everyone is affected by racism. Nearly every American has been a victim or a perpetrator of racism, and most have been both. On average, 83 percent of Americans believe racism is a problem in our nation. This number has remained steady over the past two decades, with the latest polls showing a spike in the percentage of Americans—now 58 percent—who believe that racism is a “big problem.”1

You may despise racism, but it affects us all, whether we know it or not. It is a corruptor of the soul that degrades and devalues those who look different from us. When we allow racism into our hearts and society, we minimize the priceless value of God’s image in others, which limits our ability to honor, love, and serve them the way God calls us to.

Culture plays a big role in perpetuating racism by wrongly insisting that there are only two options you can choose from: us or them. Culture pits one group of people against another by promoting a zero-sum-game mentality that says, “You must lose in order for me to win.”

God, however, offers us a Third Option that stands in stark contrast to the two offered by culture. God’s Third Option invites us to honor that which we have in common, the presence of His image in every person we meet. When we honor the presence of His image in others, we acknowledge their priceless value as precious and beloved of God. The Third Option empowers us to see people through God’s eyes, which enables us to treat them in a manner that honors the potential of His image in us.

Some of the greatest heroes of our faith overcame culture’s temptation to buy into the us-versus-them mentality. One example in the Old Testament is Joshua. As Joshua prepared for the battle of Jericho, he asked an approaching messenger of the Lord to identify whose “side” he was on:

Now when Joshua was near Jericho, he looked up and saw a man standing in front of him with a drawn sword in his hand. Joshua went up to him and asked, “Are you for us or for our enemies?”

“Neither,” he replied, “but as commander of the army of the Lord I have now come.” Then Joshua fell facedown to the ground in reverence, and asked him, “What message does my Lord have for his servant?” (Joshua 5:13-14)

In this passage, the Lord’s messenger offered Joshua a way out of culture’s trap by giving him a Third Option. Joshua responded to the presence of God in humility and obedience, and reaped the benefits of God’s blessings in return. God personally intervened on Joshua’s behalf to deliver him an overwhelming victory at Jericho, because Joshua decided to choose the Third Option.

Choosing the Third Option in our hearts and culture isn’t easy; it requires intentionality, a prayerful commitment to obedience, and wholehearted trust in God’s provision. But I promise you it’s worth the effort. When we choose the Third Option, God Himself will deliver us from an us-versus-them mentality that prevents us from honoring the presence of His image in ourselves and in others.

Works in Progress

The Third Option is more than a choice; it’s a God-given mission that directs us to honor our neighbors the way that God calls us to.

Culture, on the other hand, asks us to determine whether the issue of race is something we should even concern ourselves with in the first place. Culture does this by posing an oversimplified question—Are you a racist?—and forcing us to choose yes or no in response. A small percentage of Americans would answer yes. Most of us would say no, because we’re either unaware of or unwilling to admit our biases, biases that we all have, even if they are subconscious.

Consequently, we’re likely to answer “no” in one of the following ways:

Defensiveness: I’m not a racist. I may have some biases, but they’re all justified, and that doesn’t amount to racism.

Self-righteousness: I’m not a racist. I’m a social crusader who’s “woke.” (“Woke” is slang for being aware of issues pertaining to racial and social justice.)

Helplessness: I’m not a racist, and there’s nothing I can do about racism in America.

Apathy: I’m not a racist, and racism doesn’t concern me.

Uncertainty: I’m not a racist, and I’m not entirely sure what “being racist” means.

The Third Option frees us from culture’s false dichotomy by offering us the grace we need in order to admit that we are imperfect in our love for others. The Third Option opens the eyes of our hearts so that we can acknowledge biases where they exist. And the Third Option enables us to define who we want to become, so that we can wholeheartedly pursue our God-given mission to love and honor all our neighbors equally. The Third Option acknowledges that my biases will do and say racist things, but I can learn to live more honorably.

Me, You, We

I’ve seen firsthand how racism affects individuals and communities and impacts us in different ways. I’ve witnessed racism erode our ability to live in unity with others and prevent us from recognizing the loving image of God in ourselves. I believe racism can only be conquered when individuals take ownership and responsibility for their own attitudes, words, and actions; when another’s experience is understood and honored; and when we decide to tackle racism together. To illustrate this, I have set up the book in three parts: Me, You, and We.

Me: If I want to be an agent for change, I must first purify my own heart. Or, as Scripture more bluntly says, I must first remove the plank from my own eye before I can see clearly enough to remove the speck from my brother’s. In this section, we’ll ask God to reveal racial blind spots that prevent us from honoring others, what role we play in perpetuating racism, and what God is calling us to do about it.

You: With the plank removed from my own eye, I can now see you more clearly. But in order to really understand your experience, I must step out of my comfort zone and into your shoes. Walking in another’s shoes is never a comfortable experience, but it’s essential to understanding their perspective and learning how to honor them. In this section, we’ll explore what it feels like to be the “other” and learn to empathize with those who’ve been marginalized by racism.

We: Our lives, joys, and burdens are meant to be shared in community. As Scripture says, “Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their labor. If either of them falls down, one can help the other up . . . Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not easily broken” (Ecclesiastes 4:9–12). In this section, we’ll identify ways that we can edify and honor each other as a church, a city, a community, and a country.

This book will challenge and encourage you to choose the Third Option so that you can achieve an elevated level of honor that is consistent with the priceless value of God’s image in you and your brothers and sisters of all races and ethnicities. But in order for real transformation to occur, you must be open to a new level of vulnerability with the Holy Spirit. Unity is God’s idea and can only be achieved by the Holy Spirit’s transformation of our hearts. I ask you to join me in prayer as we seek to honor God’s heart for unity.

Prayer

Lord, please prepare my heart for what I am about to read. Holy Spirit, just as a seed cannot grow into a plant unless it is planted and dies, please reveal what needs to die in me, so that You may grow a desire in my heart to move past my comfort zone and love others like You love them. Holy Spirit, I give you permission to expose that which needs to be transformed in me, and I ask You to change my heart, attitude, and actions for your glory and benefit.

In the name of our Lord, Amen.



PART I
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FRAMING THE PROBLEM

At the beginning of every sermon I deliver, I try to make sure my audience and I are on the same page regarding what it is, exactly, that we’re talking about. This is especially important when we’re discussing an emotional issue like racism. Racism affects everyone differently, making it difficult to be objective about what actions, words, and thoughts are considered “racist.”

In the next two chapters, I’ll lay the foundation for my operating definition of racism by explaining what racism looks, sounds, and feels like, and why racism runs counter to God’s commandment to love and honor the presence of His image in everyone we meet.



CHAPTER 1
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Fifty Shades of Brown

“Yo, man, what are you?”

I remember lining up in a stairwell at school with a bunch of my White classmates. I was about ten years old. Someone called me the N-word, and I froze. Oh, man, what do I do? I’m surrounded by all these White kids! But we all got along, so I didn’t do anything, and I don’t remember what I said. I just remember feeling frozen and scared.

Sadly, it wasn’t unusual for me to hear this word. At my school, there were only two or three Blacks in my class, and the other kids constantly made racial comments about us.

On another occasion, around the same time, I was at a classmate’s house, playing in his backyard. His mom was there, and he looked at her and said, “Watch this.” Suddenly he turned to me and called me the N-word, out of the blue. Again, it had a paralyzing effect on me, almost like a curse.

You feel guilty when you do something wrong, but you feel shame when you feel like you are something wrong. In that moment I felt shame. I felt inferior. I felt weak. I felt powerless. And his mom did nothing, which only affirmed his judgment of me as a N*.

I felt powerless against the N-word, which hovered over my head like a cloud. And that cloud wasn’t limited to my head; it permeated the whole culture. It was on TV, in the media, and in sports. You saw Muhammad Ali and Martin Luther King Jr. dealing with it. It was a constant reminder that “we” were different from “them.”

But while White kids called me the N-word, Blacks questioned the authenticity of my Blackness. Since I was a mixed-race kid, they wondered if I was really Black and questioned whether I was capable of sharing their racial experience.

My best friend growing up was a Black kid named Mike. One day, when we were teenagers, I was standing in front of his house with his dad, and his dad told me, “You are going to have it easier than Mikey because the White man gonna love you.” He thought that because white people could see part of themselves in me, they would consider me “safer” than those who were dark, like his son. In essence, he was telling me that I wouldn’t experience the full weight of Mike’s disadvantage because of my lighter skin.

When African Americans say that I’m not really Black, it can come across as a matter-of-fact statement, as a joke, or as resentment, but the general sentiment is You have it easier, because you’re mixed. And that’s true sometimes.

When White people say, You’re not really Black, they’re saying that in their mind they have a picture of what Black is, and I don’t quite fit that image. However, I’m only a quarter White, so while I may have it easier than some dark-skinned people, I don’t have the full identity of a White person either.

The message I got from both sides was the same: You’re not really one of us because we don’t share the same exact skin tone. But is skin tone really a legitimate basis for determining our similarities and differences?

The Science of Unity

I’d answer the question with an unequivocal NO, based on the science underlying our genetic makeup. Did you know that all of humankind shares a genome that is 99.5 percent identical?2

Biologically speaking, we’re all the same. There is as little genetic diversity within a race as there is between races. This means that race is a social construct. There is only one race—the human race.

By design, we have more in common and are more connected than we are different and divided. When we believe this, we can start truly developing a culture of unity that aligns with our genetic reality.

What Can Brown Do for You?

Melanin is a brown substance that gives our skin and hair its color. It also gives color to the irises of our eyes. Those with darker skin have higher amounts of melanin.

The reason “Black don’t crack” (an urban saying describing the fact that people with a high degree of melanin have fewer wrinkles) is because melanin protects the skin from the sun’s damaging ultraviolet rays. The more pigment you have, the more sun your skin can withstand.

Since the shade of our skin, or melanin content, is also determined by our exposure to the sun, our appearance adjusts to the climate in minor ways. God covered us with one skin color and gave us the ability to be temporarily transformed into a deeper, darker one in the summer. It’s called a “tan.”

Countless people go to Hawaii to get the perfect tan, only to come home and show it off. No one gets a tan intending to hide it! So how weird would it be if you walked into a room, still blissfully “aloha”-ed out, ten shades of brown darker than when you left, and nobody said a word? Wouldn’t you be upset if everyone ignored your perfect tan?

Yet, when someone is born with a “tan,” that’s exactly what people pretend to do. They act like they don’t notice it, and get uncomfortable talking about or referencing it. Their reactions made me realize that it’s not the shade of brown that people don’t see; it’s origin of it that people don’t want to address.

God made melanin so that His creative genius could be seen in various shades of brown. Even what we call White and Black are simply very light and very dark shades of brown. For this reason, I believe that we are all just different shades of the same color.

Another Shade of Brown

I have always had a heart for prisoners, and have visited prisons and juvenile detention centers all around the world since 1984. Every time I visit, I’m always struck by just how segregated prisons are. For the most part, Whites hang together with Whites, Blacks with Blacks, Asians with Asians, Pacific Islanders with Pacific Islanders, and Latinos with Latinos. You see a few interracial friendships here and there, but there are strong expressions, and expectations, of racial division overall.

On this particular day, three White dudes were walking around a track that circled the yard. As they approached, I could see they were White supremacists. One guy was ahead of the other two, who were on his right and left. Racist tattoos covered their bodies. They walked around the track declaring to everyone: This is who we are. Deal with it.

I said to myself, I’m going to talk to those guys. As they came by, I walked over to the track and called them over. Not only did they come over to me, the leader got within three inches of my face. I said to him, “Hey, man, Jesus wants you.”

“What are you talking about?” he growled back.

“Jesus wants you. He wants your life.”

We stood nose to nose for about sixty seconds.

I initiated this exchange for two reasons. First, because God loves him, and Jesus really did want his heart. Second, I knew that genetically, we were 99.5 percent identical, and therefore we were more similar than we were different.

That guy had the ability to know God and experience His love and forgiveness in the same way that I do. He may have had a lot more obstacles because of his culture and his experiences, but he still had the potential to know and receive God’s love.

Instead, he walked away. He and his posse resumed their march, projecting their White is right, Black get back, Brown stay down strut.

As he walked away, I wondered what this White supremacist would think if he realized he was just a lighter shade of my skin tone. I wondered if anything would change if he knew we shared the same genes and that, when we stood nose to nose, he and I were practically looking in a genetic mirror.

Mistaken Identity

We are all of mixed race, to some degree. Given that we live in a nation of immigrants, you would rarely find any American who is 100 percent “ethnically pure.”

In the twentieth century, a classification of race was developed called the “one-drop rule.” Based on a desire to maintain a pure White race, those in power determined that if someone had just “one drop of black blood,” they were Black. This classification was reinforced with Jim Crow laws in the Reconstruction Era following the Civil War.3

Recently, I was flipping through channels and paused on an episode of the George Lopez show. Lopez was curious about the true ethnic makeup of several celebrities. He had them submit a saliva sample to a lab, which traced their ancestry. When he unveiled their results on the show, everyone was surprised.

According to the test results, Jessica Alba, a caramel-skinned beauty who could pass as almost any ethnicity, is 13 percent Native American and 87 percent European.

George Lopez, who’s best known as a Latino comedian, is 55 percent European, 32 percent Native American, 9 percent East Asian, and 4 percent sub-Saharan African.

The iconic rapper Snoop Dogg, a brown-skinned African American who shaped an entire generation of hip hop, is 71 percent sub-Saharan African, 23 percent Native American, and 6 percent European.

Celebrities aren’t the only ones who are shocked by their DNA results. A few years ago, a White Supremacist leader named Craig Cobb agreed to take a DNA test. When the results of his test were revealed on a nationally syndicated talk show, they indicated that he was 14 percent sub-Saharan African. In other words, the brother was part black!4

As these real life stories show, most people don’t know their genetic makeup and end up fighting against people who are actually just like them. It’s sad that we spend so much energy defending our unknown and often mistaken identities.

If you discovered that a measurable portion of your genetic makeup was of a race different from the one you identify with, would that change how you viewed others? Would you come to realize that you’ve been biased against yourself?

The reality is, almost all of us would be surprised to know the truth about our ancestry, since we learn from an early age to identify ourselves and others as Black, White, or another shade of Brown. More important, when God beholds us, all He sees is that we’re made in His image, and equally loved.

My genetic makeup turns out to be 50.2 percent sub-Saharan African, 31.8 percent European, 16.7 percent East Asian, 0.7 percent Middle Eastern and North African, and 0.5 percent unassigned. I identify as Black, but I know that God sees me—and everyone else in this world—as simply “beloved.”

Let me challenge you to start each day by looking in the mirror and admiring your skin color. Whether it’s dark, light, or somewhere in between, acknowledge and praise God for the beauty of his artistic design on your skin.

The Color White

In an episode of the 1970s Black comedy called Sanford and Son, Fred G. Sanford, played by the actor Redd Foxx, was robbed. During the police interview, Fred is asked, “Was the perpetrator colored?” to which Fred replies, “Yeah, he was colored white!”

This comedic clip reaffirms our assessment of White being a color of its own. White is a cultural identity that’s as distinct as Black, Latino, Asian, or Pacific Islander. But in our conversations on race, we often refer to White people as one group versus “everyone else.”

Throughout this book, I make distinctions between White people and people of color, because it’s the primary racial paradigm that we live and operate within. When my White friends are left out of discussions focused on “people of color,” they often wonder where they’ll fit in as the country becomes more and more diverse. The word inclusion, to them, often feels like exclusion. They wonder if they’ll have a seat at the table as we tackle the issue of racism together. The answer must be yes, for we must recognize White as a color, associated with its own blessings and burdens, just like every other color.


Everyone Sees Color, Even Jesus

Even though we’re more alike than we are different, it would be naïve to pretend that ethnicity is not a real thing. Humans are all different, and it would be disingenuous—even dishonest—to pretend otherwise. I learned this in a very memorable way many years ago. It was 1982, a few days after I was drafted to the NFL’s Los Angeles Rams. I boarded a flight in New Haven, Connecticut, on my way to California. Changing planes in Las Vegas, I noticed a guy in the airport who I initially thought was a really big, light-skinned Black dude.

As I got closer, I realized he was in an extreme category of big! And he wasn’t exactly a Black brother—he was something else. He had my complexion, was about an inch taller than me, was twice as wide and a hundred pounds heavier. But I was clueless as to his ethnicity.

Maybe he’s just a huge Puerto Rican? Nah. I had to know, so I walked up and introduced myself. And with a low, silky-smooth voice, he answered, “I’m Junior.”

Now I was really confused. He had no Spanish accent and didn’t sound like any brothers I knew. I’d never seen a man like this in my life. Turned out, he was heading to the Los Angeles Rams camp, too.

As we walked onto the plane, he had to turn sideways just to fit down the aisle. When he was halfway to his seat, a tiny elderly woman who reminded me of Betty White turned and saw Junior; her eyes popped in surprise, and she blurted out, “Oh, my!”

That’s what I was thinking when I first saw him, too. I eventually said, “Yo, man, what are you?” And with his deep silky voice, he replied, “I’m Samoan, man!”

It would be impossible, irresponsible, and fundamentally dishonest to meet Junior and say, I don’t see his Samoan-ness.

When someone says, “I don’t see color,” they are simply ignoring reality. The first time someone said that to me, I was confused. I thought they were literally color-blind. They couldn’t actually be saying they didn’t see my caramel, Hawaii-tan, Latino wannabe shade of brown skin. No way!

Then I realized they were serious. So I wondered, What do they see? It was somewhat insulting that they weren’t willing to acknowledge my ethnicity. Certainly they knew their own skin color; were they saying I was White like them?

I get that I’m color-blind is an attempt to say I want to treat everyone the same. I understand it, and I honor that intention. But claiming not to see color is often viewed by people of color as an attempt to ignore the racial tension that actually exists. It sounds a lot like someone saying I don’t have any issues, so I assume you don’t either—and if we don’t bring it up, it doesn’t exist. Claiming to be color-blind shuts down attempts at engaging in a meaningful conversation about race. It sends the message that a tan received in Hawaii is celebrated, but a tan received in the womb is invalidated.

We know from the Scriptures that Jesus definitely saw color. While walking to Galilee, Jesus entered a region called Samaria. He went to the well and was met by a local woman. He asked her to give Him a drink, and she acknowledged the racial implications of what he’d asked for by saying, “How is it that You, being a Jew, ask a drink from me, a Samaritan woman?” The verse goes on to say, “For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.”

To contextualize this exchange, hatred between the Jews and Samaritans was pervasive, fierce, and long-standing. Feuds between the two ethnic groups can be traced all the way back to the days of the patriarchs of the Christian faith. Their mutual hatred erupted when, around 530 BC, forty-three thousand members of the nation of Israel—who had previously been carried off into Babylonian captivity—were permitted to return and rebuild Jerusalem in the land occupied by Samaritans. The Samaritans, understandably, opposed the repatriation of their land against their will. Jews, in turn, detested the culture and religion of the Samaritans, calling them “dogs” and “half-breeds.”

Given this context, if Jesus had ignored the Samaritan woman’s ethnicity by claiming to be color-blind, the significance of his gesture would have been lost. He would have essentially ignored the racial oppression that the Samaritans had experienced at the hands of the Jewish people, and He would have missed an opportunity to illustrate God’s love for everyone.

The lesson I gleaned from this story is that we honor God when we honor someone else’s inherent, priceless value, including his or her ethnicity. We live up to the standard that God has placed on us as humans when we love people for who they are, even at the expense of potential criticism from those who are “like us,” rather than pretend to overlook our differences.

Different Shades of the Same

On the one hand, we’ve created a problem by claiming we’re more different than we actually are. On the other hand, we’ve created a problem by ignoring our differences.

If we’re going to overcome the racial divide in our culture, we must first understand both the nature of our division and the potential for unity. We must acknowledge that different shades have different experiences, while recognizing that we all share the same desire to be honored for who we are.

Once we learn who and what we really are, we’ll learn how we were designed to treat each other. When we realize we’re all basically a creative version of the same design, that knowledge will unite us.

Restoring Broken Pieces

Kintsugi is a Japanese custom of fixing broken pottery as a form of artwork. Kintsugi artists believe that when broken pieces of pottery are glued back together, often with pure gold, the result can be even more beautiful and valuable than the original.

Like broken pottery, our racial culture is similarly fractured, and needs repairing. And like those who practice kintsugi, God pieces together our broken and humbled hearts with the “gold” of honor. In our culture, honor is the glue that binds and keeps us together. And His resulting masterpiece is indeed stunning.

I know, because I’ve seen it.

Restoration

We were designed to live in a reality of mutual honoring and loving unity. Allowing racism, discrimination, and fear to drive a wedge between us is not consistent with God’s design for our lives. Separation based on physical appearance is living beneath our God-given potential.

The goal is healing—a beautiful restoration of the unity that is broken along racial lines.

God’s artistry can be seen in the combination of each person’s color, shape, facial features, and even swag. But it’s also found in their inner being—their perspectives, their personalities, and their hopes, dreams, and visions for their lives.

Throughout our journey, I will reiterate the importance of acknowledging the outward appearance of an individual as a partial means of understanding who they are on the inside. Together, we’ll learn to honor the uniqueness of others and celebrate the beauty of God’s artistry in ourselves and in others.

Next Steps

1. Look in the mirror and say, “God made me this way and He made me beautiful.” Now say that out loud about a friend who looks different.

2. Take a DNA test—23andMe, MyHeritage, Ancestry, or any other of a number of options you can find through a quick Google search—and discover your true racial makeup.

3. Say the prayer below out loud. There will be one at the end of every chapter.

Prayer

“Lord, I will praise You, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made; Marvelous are Your works . . .” (Psalm 139:14)
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“A discussion about race that we desperately need . .. a must reéél.“
—BISHOP T. D. JAKES, senior pastor, the Potter's House

LES MCPHERSON

Foreword By DREW BREES
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