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Preface

My name is Dhati Lewis. I am a Black man, married to a White 
woman, pastoring a diverse church.

For about a decade, we have been learning and growing from 
the blessings and challenges we’ve faced as a diverse church. 
Having different people from different walks of life in the same 
church family is beautiful, but it’s not easy. 

Diversity is such a buzzword these days, and as pastors, we 
all seem to want it. It seems most Christians also want to be 
part of a diverse church. But I’ve found that once you are in one, 
you discover how much it challenges some of your most deeply 
imbedded theological convictions. Almost like you can be an 
expert in knowing your Bible, but when it comes to issues of race 
and division, the Bible can be forgotten or dismissed. 

I’ve learned to be creative when it comes to showing our 
church family the ways division impacts us and the ways the 
gospel calls us toward authentic unity (not just the idea of unity). 
One Sunday morning, during one of our “race talks,” I asked 
people to move to different sides of the room based on different 
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labels the world uses to divide us. Whites and minorities had 
to stand on opposite sides of the room. Then Democrats and 
Republicans. We did this exercise several times, with the goal of 
having people see and feel and experience a real representation 
of the divisions that will keep happening if we don’t proactively 
work toward unity. Afterward, we went to the Scriptures to find 
out if the Bible really has anything to say about these divisions. 

The racial divisions in our nation and in our church have 
forced me over the last few years to look over and over again 
at Galatians, Romans, and Ephesians. I’ve studied these New 
Testament letters for years as a theology student, knowing how 
rich and robust they are. But I’ve recently studied them with a new 
perspective, because I recognized that each one directly addresses 
issues of division among racial groups. It is this re-discovery of the 
Bible’s rich content addressing racial divides, along with my expe-
riences pastoring my local church, that have given me a deep desire 
to want to give other believers and local churches handlebars to 
engage divisive issues of race. 

Regardless of whether you’re a veteran when it comes to 
engaging racial divisions, or if you’re new to the table, this book 
is for you. The focus and thread throughout will be addressing 
the posture of our hearts in the ways we engage with personal, 
relational, and systemic issues of racial division. And no matter 
how saturated or new you are to racial division, aligning and 
re-aligning your heart toward Christ isn’t something you gradu-
ate from. Have you ever been in a season where you felt like you 
needed more than the gospel? I know from my own experience 
that there have been times where I’ve thought, Yeah, yeah, I get that 
Jesus died and rose again. But that’s just the basic stuff. I want more 
than that. And then as I look for “more,” time and time again God 
brings me right back to the gospel. 
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The gospel message isn’t something we graduate from. 
We don’t move on to bigger and better things. The gospel is 
the bigger and better thing. Paul writes in Colossians 2:6, “So 
then, just as you have received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to 
live in him . .  .” The English Standard Version says it like this: 
“Therefore, as you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in 
him.” We come to Christ through the gospel. And we walk with 
Christ through the gospel. 

This is the same concept I have applied to our heart’s posture 
when it comes to dealing with matters of racial division. Ensuring 
that our heart is aligned with Christ is not a one-time item on a 
to-do list that we check off and move forward from; it’s an ongo-
ing work to fight to keep our heart in line with Christ. And that 
is why, regardless of your experience with this subject matter, my 
hope and prayer is that this book challenges and encourages you 
toward deeper and ongoing alignment with the heart of Christ. 

Before we jump in, I want to stop and give you a few defini-
tions and disclaimers. Please don’t skip over this section to get 
to “the start of the book.” Without this, we may not be on the 
same page when it comes to specific terms, and without defining 
our terms, we can’t have a helpful conversation. In a day when so 
many arguments are shallow and tweetable, I want to have some 
space for nuance and reflection, and be able to press into the gray 
areas. So let’s start by defining a few key terms. 

Advocate

Webster’s definition of an advocate:

1. one who pleads the cause of another; specif-
ically: one who pleads the cause of another 
before a tribunal or judicial court
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2. one who defends or maintains a cause or 
proposal 

3. one who supports or promotes the interests 
of a cause or group1 

How I will use the term advocate:
My use of the term throughout this book will align with the 

definitions above with the exception of one nuance. I make the 
distinction that to be an advocate, you must have the goal of reconcili-
ation. Advocates advocate for reconciliation to Christ and to his 
body. If the goal of someone’s “advocacy” is anything less than 
reconciliation, then, I would argue, it is not biblical advocacy. 

Look at 1 John 2:1–2 where John writes, “My little children, 
I am writing you these things so that you may not sin. But if 
anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father—Jesus 
Christ the righteous one. He himself is the atoning sacrifice for 
our sins, and not only for ours, but also for those of the whole 
world.” Jesus advocates for us and atones for our sins, making a 
way for us to be reconciled with him. The goal of biblical advo-
cacy is reconciliation, and while we see it most clearly in Jesus, 
we also see it modeled by many others. In 1 Samuel 19, Jonathan 
advocates for David before his father (King Saul) in an effort to 
reconcile their relationship and spare David from being killed. In 
Acts 9:26–30, Barnabas advocates for Saul (Paul) when the dis-
ciples did not believe his conversion was authentic. In Galatians 
2, Paul advocates for the Gentile believers when Peter refused to 
eat with them. 

Being an advocate doesn’t mean you have to engage in 
conflict perfectly, and it doesn’t mean reconciliation always 
takes place. What’s key here is the posture of your heart—your 

1  https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/advocate
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intentions. Everyone’s going to make mistakes and misstep at 
times. The distinguishing mark of an advocate is a heart whose 
goal is reconciliation. 

Aggravator

Webster’s definition of an aggravator: one that aggravates2

1. to make worse, more serious, or more 
severe: to intensify unpleasantly

2. to rouse to displeasure or anger by usually 
persistent and often petty goading

3. to produce inflammation in3

How I will use the term aggravator:
My use of the term aggravator will be nuanced from the 

formal definition throughout the book. I will use the term aggra-
vator to describe any type of engagement where the goal is not 
reconciliation. A person who engages issues or people without a 
heart set on reconciliation will only intensify division and pro-
duce greater inflammation that does not lead toward unity. You 
can think of it like throwing gasoline on the fires of division—
aggravators only make it more severe. 

There is a difference between an action that causes aggrava-
tion or irritation (in people or systems) and an action that is done 
with the heart posture of an aggravator. I know this is nuanced, 
but I think it’s critical for us to understand. 

Let’s look at Jesus as an example. Remember when the reli-
gious leaders were misusing the temple and taking advantage of 
others? Look at Jesus’ response. “Jesus went into the temple and 

2  https://www.merriam-webster.com/legal/aggravator
3  https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/aggravate
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threw out all those buying and selling. He overturned the tables 
of the money changers and the chairs of those selling doves. He 
said to them, ‘It is written, my house will be called a house of 
prayer, but you are making it a den of thieves!’” (Matt. 21:12–13). 
Did Jesus’ response cause aggravation in the temple? Of course 
it did. But what was the posture of Jesus’ heart? What was his 
motive? Reconciliation. The practices of the religious leaders 
were causing distraction and chaos that prevented people—
specifically, Gentiles—from worshiping God, and therefore, 
prevented reconciliation between people and God. Jesus was 
working to stop sinful actions and unjust practices that were hin-
dering people from truly knowing God, from being reconciled to 
him, and from being reconciled to one another. 

So for the purposes of this book and this conversation, I am 
going to maintain a nuanced difference between advocates and 
aggravators that lies within the heart’s motives. One who stirs 
up and disturbs the feelings of others or engages issues or people 
for any purpose other than reconciliation is an aggravator. Jesus 
is not an aggravator because Jesus’ goal was always reconciliation.

Since the heart posture of reconciliation is the distinguish-
ing factor between these two (advocates and aggravator), I also 
want to make sure you understand how I will use the word recon-
ciliation throughout the book. 

Reconciliation

Webster’s definition of reconciliation:

1. to restore to friendship or harmony: to 
settle, resolve

2. to make consistent or congruous
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3. to cause to submit to or accept something 
unpleasant

4. to check (a financial account) against 
another for accuracy4

The New Bible Dictionary’s definition of reconciliation:

Reconciliation properly applies not to good 
relations in general but to the doing away of an 
enmity, the bridging over of a quarrel. It implies 
that the parties being reconciled were formerly 
hostile to one another.5

The Dictionary of Bible Themes’ definition of reconciliation: 

The restoration of fellowship between God 
and humanity and the resulting restoration of 
human relationships. The NT affirms that the 
reconciliation of the world to God is only pos-
sible on the basis of the work of Jesus Christ.6

How I will use the term reconciliation:
Many Christians don’t like the term reconciliation, especially 

in regards to ethnic or racial issues, because in our common lan-
guage, it seems to imply that there was a time when things were 
not divided. “Restoring friendship” implies that there was once 
a friendship to begin with. And, as many of us likely know, that 
is not often our experience.7 However, I think the biblical term 

4  https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/reconciled
5  D. R. Wood and Howard I. Marshall, The New Bible Dictionary, 3rd 

ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, Logos, 1996).
6  Martin H. Manser, Dictionary of Bible Themes, word 6716, Logos.
7  This is especially true in the case of Black-White relations in the 

United States.
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goes back much further than our own limited experiences. We 
will explore this in more depth in a later chapter, but let’s pause 
and take a quick look at 2 Corinthians 5:18–21:

Everything is from God, who has reconciled us 
to himself through Christ and has given us the 
ministry of reconciliation. That is, in Christ, 
God was reconciling the world to himself, not 
counting their trespasses against them, and he 
has committed the message of reconciliation to 
us. Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, 
since God is making his appeal through us. 
We plead on Christ’s behalf: “Be reconciled to 
God.” He made the one who did not know sin 
to be sin for us, so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God.

If reconciliation only means the restoration of a previous 
experience, then which of us would have hope of being recon-
ciled to God? Before Christ we were enemies of God (Rom. 
5:10), dead in our trespasses and sins (Col. 2:13), slaves to a 
different master (Rom. 6:20). In our lifetimes, all of us began 
as enemies of God. The reconciling work of the cross did not 
reconcile us back to our state as enemies—it went further, 
reconciling us back to God’s original design for humanity and 
reconciling us forward toward the future hope of heaven. And 
that is the same type of reconciliation the gospel makes possible 
for us to have with one another! People have been divided by 
language, tribe, ethnicity, color, gender, age, wealth, and many 
more issues since the beginning of time. Praise God that is not 
what we are hoping to get back to! No, we want to be reconciled 
with one another, receiving one another into the favor that God 
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originally designed and toward the promised peace coming to 
us when Jesus returns. 

Because of the clarity with which the Scriptures use this 
term, I want to stick with it. If we have been given the “ministry 
of reconciliation,” then I think it’s worth taking the extra time 
to really press into what the word means in the Scriptures so that 
we can rightly apply it in our lives. And this leads us to my first 
disclaimer. 

Disclaimer 1: I sometimes use ethnic reconciliation 
and racial reconciliation interchangeably . 

While I know that the nuances between the words ethnicity 
and race can be very important in certain conversations, I am 
choosing to primarily use the terms race and racial reconciliation. 
I may use ethnic or ethnicity as a synonym at times but will 
primarily use race. I do believe that humans are all part of one 
race, the human race. We are not different species of humans. 
However, I’ve chosen to use race for two primary reasons. One, 
in everyday life and conversation, most people do not nuance 
between the terms race and ethnicity—and most (in my experi-
ence) tend to use the word race to describe divisions based on 
skin color, nationality, language, or tribe. Because racial reconcili-
ation and race are more common terms in our North American 
context, I want to stick with them because they will communicate 
in a more effective way. 

The second reason I’ve chosen to use these terms is based 
on the line of thought excellently described in Michael Emerson 
and Christian Smith’s book, Divided by Faith. They argue that 
although race is a social construct (meaning society basically 
made it up, and there’s no scientific support for its existence), 
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because it has been socially constructed in America, then it is 
accurate and appropriate to use the term race in this context.8 

So, to make sure we are absolutely clear, when I use the term 
racial reconciliation, I am referring to when people or people 
groups divided by tribe, language, skin color, or nationality, are 
restored through justice, mercy, and forgiveness, to God’s origi-
nal design for relationships with him and with one another.

Disclaimer 2: I am using a holistic 
understanding of biblical justice . 

If you asked ten people to define justice, you would probably 
get ten different answers. And if you gave those same ten people a 
scenario of injustice, you would likely get ten different responses 
as to what it would look like for justice to take place. In his book 
The Little Book of Biblical Justice, Chris Marshall gives an excel-
lent example about how you can have two adamant defenders of 
justice, but one will defend capital punishment as a “matter of 
just desserts,” while another will argue adamantly that the pun-
ishment is unjust because it is an “affront to human dignity.”9 So 
even in circumstances where everyone agrees justice is needed, 
we staunchly maintain different ideas of what justice looks like. 
Our cultural backgrounds, religious views, and life experiences 
shape our views of justice.10

This is why, for the Christian, we must be careful to under-
stand justice biblically, being mindful not to let our cultural 

8  Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith, Divided by Faith: 
Evangelical Religion and the Problem of Race in America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 8. 

9  Chris Marshall, The Little Book of Biblical Justice (Intercourse, PA: 
Good Books, 2005), 5, location 92, Kindle.

10  Ibid., 7, location 130, Kindle.
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biases cloud what God says is true about justice. Justice begins in 
the nature of God, himself.11 

Justice plays a critical role in reconciliation, and as reconcili-
ation is the focus of this book, I want to dedicate some space to 
explaining how I will use the term justice throughout. But please 
understand that much will be left unsaid about justice—much 
that is important to the work of reconciliation. I would encourage 
you to take time to explore it more on your own.

In his book, Marshall makes a compelling, biblical argument 
that justice is about relationships, not mere punishment.12 Take 
a look at Isaiah 30:18, “‘Therefore the Lord waits to be gracious 
to you; therefore he will rise up to show mercy to you. For the 
Lord is a God of justice; blessed are all those who wait for him’ 
(Isa. 30:18, compare with Ps. 85:10).”13

The verse above clearly states that God will show mercy 
because he is a God of justice. The two are not in conflict. Mercy 
is part of God’s justice. This could not be true if justice were 
primarily about punishment or equal treatment. Mercy can only 
be part of justice if justice is primarily about the restoration of 
relationships.14 And since biblical justice is all about restoring 
relationships, it touches on every area of life (because all areas of 
life impact our relationships!). 

The relational focus of justice also explains why biblical 
justice is simultaneously impartial and partial. Marshall clearly 
shows how in situations of criminal justice and determining 
guilt, biblical justice demands impartiality. Israelite or Gentile, 
rich or poor, man or woman—no category of person was to get 

11  Ibid., 22, location 319, Kindle.
12  Ibid., 35, location 507, Kindle.
13  Ibid., 38, location 543, Kindle.
14  Ibid., 36, location 518, Kindle.
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special treatment in determining guilt. However, when it comes 
to social justice, biblical justice demands partiality, paying special 
attention to the marginalized, the poor, the foreigner, and the 
outcast. God is not shy about ensuring that the law distributed 
power, wealth, and resources in such a way that would ensure the 
vulnerable were taken care of.15 Just consider the following ways 
God provided for the marginalized through the Old Testament 
law: 

“When an alien resides with you in your land, 
you must not oppress him. You will regard the 
alien who resides with you as the native-born 
among you. You are to love him as yourself, for 
you were aliens in the land of Egypt; I am the 
Lord your God.” (Lev. 19:33–34)

“Do not return a slave to his master when he 
has escaped from his master to you. Let him live 
among you wherever he wants within your city 
gates. Do not mistreat him.” (Deut. 23:15–16)

The prophets, God’s covenant lawyers who called his people 
back to faithfulness, constantly spoke against their mistreatment 
of the poor, their failure to ensure justice for the marginalized:

“Wash yourselves. Cleanse yourselves. Remove 
your evil deeds from my sight. Stop doing 
evil. Learn to do what is good. Pursue justice. 
Correct the oppressor. Defend the rights of 
the fatherless. Plead the widow’s cause.” (Isa. 
1:16–17)

15  Ibid., 38, location 553, Kindle.
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“This is what the Lord says: Administer 
justice and righteousness. Rescue the victim of 
robbery from his oppressor. Don’t exploit or 
brutalize the resident alien, the fatherless, or 
the widow. Don’t shed innocent blood in this 
place.” (Jer. 22:3)

And just in case we are tempted to think this is just an 
Old Testament issue, James the brother of Jesus believed these 
matters were central to true Christianity: “Pure and undefiled 
religion before God the Father is this: to look after orphans and 
widows in their distress and to keep oneself unstained from the 
world” (James 1:27).

If biblical justice is all about the restoration of relationships, 
then those parameters should guide our views and the way we 
implement justice. 

Now, just because punishment is not the aim of justice, does 
not mean that punishment doesn’t have a place in biblical justice. 
Many times it is only through punishment that restoration and 
reconciliation can take place. When damage has been done, res-
toration needs to take place in different ways: “restoration of the 
victim to wholeness, restoration of the offender to right standing 
in the community, and restoration of the wider society to peace 
and freedom from fear, sin, and pollution.”16 Many times that 
type of holistic restoration does not come without punishment, 
without consequences for the injustice that damaged the rela-
tionships in the first place.17 

Think about it in terms of parenting. No matter how won-
derfully thought-out your boundaries are, your kids are going to 

16  Ibid., 44, location 638, Kindle.
17  Ibid.
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find a way to challenge them. Kids push boundaries. And when 
they cross a boundary, it is the responsibility of a parent to iden-
tify appropriate consequences. Why? So that relationship can be 
restored—because where boundaries are crossed or relationships 
are breached, it is often through consequences that repentance and 
restoration can take place. Consequences pave the way for the 
parent-child relationship (or child-child relationship, friendship, 
etc.) to be restored to a healthy place. This same principle applies 
to issues on a larger scale, also. 

Of course, the greatest example of this is the gospel itself. 
The heart of the gospel is reconciliation—between humans and 
God, and between humans and one another. But there had to be 
punishment for God’s merciful justice to be expressed; Jesus had 
to bear the punishment for our sins. When he did, he made a way 
for reconciliation and restoration.

I do not think you can have true reconciliation without jus-
tice. (Because how can relationships be reconciled if they have 
not been restored through justice?) But I think that we must shift 
our understanding of justice to align with biblical justice (and not 
cultural or Western ideals of justice) so that our understanding 
of reconciliation and how to engage people, issues, and systems 
across lines of division will also shift to be in line with biblical 
reconciliation. 

Because of my background, education, experiences, and field 
of study, I am most equipped to write on the latter, so that is the 
focus of this work: how to engage people and systems of injustice 
with a heart posture that aligns with Christ. We will dive deep 
into the posture of our hearts, exploring thought patterns, and 
identifying key principles of engagement that apply to a variety 
of situations. I believe identity drives activity, so I want the focus 
of this work to be on embracing the identity of an advocate. 
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When we do this, we will be equipped to engage in holistic rec-
onciliation (involving restoration and justice, both individually 
and systemically) in our communities from a heart posture that 
is in line with Christ. 

I have not even scratched the surface of the conversation that 
needs to be had about holistic justice. But I did want to take time 
to ask you to consider a holistic understanding of justice, recog-
nizing its critical part in reconciliation, so that you have clarity 
when I mention it throughout the book. There may be times 
when I expand more or other times when I mention it briefly. But 
know that I do not mention it lightly or mean to gloss over it as 
if there were not pages and pages that could be (and have been) 
written on the subject. 

Disclaimer 3: If you’re looking for me 
to take a political side, I won’t . 

Conversations and issues surrounding race, justice, and 
reconciliation often end up blending with political conversations 
and issues. And while I have political opinions, this book is not 
the place where I will be defending or explaining those. I also 
will not demean or belittle political views different from my 
own. I truly believe most of our political engagement is lacking 
in biblical basis, balanced perspective, and safe environments to 
discuss. So when I engage political issues throughout the book, 
my goal is to show ways to maintain a biblical basis and a bal-
anced perspective, and how to create safe environments so that 
all parties involved can move toward reconciliation.

Of these three goals (maintaining biblical basis, keep-
ing a balanced perspective, and creating safe environments), I 
think safe environments are most obviously missing from our 
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churches. How do we create spaces where people can have dif-
ferent opinions under an umbrella of love and grace? Where 
the goal is not to change people’s perspectives, but to allow 
everyone to show up so that we can be together and understand 
one another? When there is safety for you to fully express your 
views in a space where you feel heard and truly listened to, you 
will come to a place where you feel safe to allow your views to be 
challenged by others. But if we don’t have spaces where views can 
be fully expressed, we won’t ever have spaces where it is safe to 
challenge one another’s views. So in the political issues that arise 
because of race, my goal in this book is to give handlebars for 
creating safe spaces for engagement while maintaining a heart 
that is aligned with Christ. 

Disclaimer 4: I’m Black .

I’m Black, and my wife is White. I recognize that my heri-
tage, story, marriage, and family history play a huge part in my 
perspectives. Throughout the book, I hope to share some of those 
things with you so you can better see how the Lord has forced me 
to wrestle with these issues and how they have impacted the way 
I think, lead, and pastor today. 

Disclaimer 5: I don’t believe you can be a healthy 
Christian apart from the local church . 

I am writing this book as a follower of Christ and local 
church pastor writing to other followers of Christ in local 
churches. I do not believe we can live out principles of reconcilia-
tion with a lost world if we cannot apply those principles with one 
another, and I don’t believe we can apply them with one another 
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apart from the life of the local church. The natural conclusion of 
that is, if you aren’t part of a local body of Christ, I don’t believe 
you can live out the commands of Scripture. 

How can we fulfill all of the “one anothers” if we have no 
one to be patient with, or kind to, or to love? We have to wrestle 
through problems with real people. The principles in this book 
just won’t work without a community to live them with. I love 
what pastor and Civil Rights activist John M. Perkins said about 
this issue: “The big deal is we think the power is in us individu-
ally. The power is in us collectively. It is in the church.”18 Pastor 
and author Thabiti Anyabwile echoes this sentiment when he 
writes, 

We desperately need the church for love, for 
maturity and preparedness, for spiritual care. 
It is arrogant, rebellious, self-reliant, God-
indicting pride to conclude that the church is 
an optional extra to the Christian life. We need 
everything God designs for us. Everything. To 
reject what God designs for His glory and our 
good is spiritual suicide. To reject the church is 
to take your own spiritual life.19

To combine what these two men said means that not only do 
we need the church for our personal good (growth, care, etc.), 
but we need the church in order to fully access and display the 
power of God. I wholeheartedly affirm this truth and am writing 
to you with this assumption undergirding everything I write.

18  John M. Perkins quote retrieved December 7, 2018 from crcc.usc.edu 
website: https://crcc.usc.edu/Black-lives-matter-is-a-Black-church-matter/. 

19  The Local Church by Thabiti Anyabwile taken from Don’t Call It a 
Comeback, edited by Kevin DeYoung (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 211.
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Where We’re Headed

I hope these definitions and disclaimers were helpful to you. 
I really did feel like they were critical to the conversation I hope 
to start with you in the chapters ahead. I think it’s only fair to 
give you a clear baseline understanding of who I am and where 
I’m writing from, because with all the different people writing on 
this subject today, it seems like these terms can take on a differ-
ent meaning depending on where and how you use them. 

My prayer for you as you turn the next page is that it would 
be the next step in your journey toward living out your identity 
as an advocate for Christ, that you would gain more tools for how 
to engage racial division in healthy, biblical ways, and that you 
would know Jesus better because of it. 



PART 1

WHere Are We?
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CHAPTER 1

Awareness

Courage

What fears or 
obstacles will we 

face?

Awareness

Where are we?

Strategy

How do we 
get there?

Vision

Where does God 
want us to be?

I’m often asked to coach church planters, pastors, and others 
on matters related to racial reconciliation in the church. It’s a 
common talking point, and more and more, pastors are feeling 
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the need to lead well in this regard. I use the same basic outline 
for those coaching sessions, asking and answering four questions: 
1) Where are we? 2) Where does God want us to be? 3) How do 
we get there? 4) What fears or obstacles will keep us from getting 
there? These four questions will provide the structure for this 
book as we walk through awareness, vision, strategy, and courage. 

Awareness: Where Are We?

It doesn’t take much time scrolling through social media, 
watching the news, or reading the paper to see that our country is 
divided, and so are our churches. When I scroll through Twitter, 
I see Christians fighting for their own opinions and voices more 
than they are fighting to love one another. Facebook has become 
grounds for vilifying responses and patronizing remarks, none 
of which actually help bridge the divide. But social media is 
only reflecting what’s going on in reality. If we are overrun with 
aggravators in the virtual world, then you’d better believe there 
is no shortage of aggravating going on in people’s everyday lives. 
Sure, the form of aggravation might look different without the 
computer screen to hide behind, but the impact will remain. 
When I look at where we are, I think most of us, on most days, 
are aggravators.

This issue of racial division is close to my heart for a lot of 
different reasons. I wasn’t raised in the church. I grew up around 
pro-Black politics with family members desiring to join the Black 
Panther party. And coming from that kind of background, I was 
hit hard with the realities of ethnic division when one day, as a 
young Christian, I realized I was falling in love with a White 
woman. 
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Now I was the guy on campus who was known as the “racial 
reconciliation guy.” I was the one always asking, “Can’t we 
all just get along?” I even started a ministry called B.A.S.I.C. 
(Brothers and Sisters in Christ) that focused on different races 
coming together. I really wanted racial unity, but truthfully, I 
only wanted it on a certain level. I only wanted it as long as it 
was external. 

To be honest, when it came down to the deepest issues of 
my heart and my life, I was like, “Hold up, God. I don’t know if 
I can marry a White woman.” Because there I was, an African 
American man with a strong pro-Black family background, now 
immersed in predominantly White settings. Because of my 
theological convictions, I was a member of a White church and 
a staff member of Campus Crusade for Christ, a predominantly 
White organization. And even though my “branch” of the min-
istry (Impact) was geared toward African American students, I 
was still surrounded by White people in my daily life. And then, 
on top of that, I started falling in love with a White woman! It 
caused a major personal crisis—did this mean I was an Uncle Tom? 
A sellout?

You see, I had a preference for the way I wanted the church 
to look. I wanted to be a kind of community that you take a 
picture of and say, “Look how diverse we are!” But when it came 
down to the depths of my heart and the issues that really mat-
tered, I knew I still had preferences. I even went so far as to tell 
Angie (my wife now) that she was the type of woman I’d like to 
marry if she were Black. And God had to painfully convict this 
part of my heart that only wanted superficial unity. And as he 
did, I not only fell in love with Angie, but I asked her to marry 
me, and she said yes.



A D V O C AT E S6

Unfortunately, this isn’t the happy ending for our story. I 
wasn’t the only one who had a heart issue with the idea of an 
interracial marriage. We started our premarital counseling with 
a couple who were leaders in our church and the organization I 
worked for. They were both White and were well respected in 
our community. As soon as our session started, I sensed a strong 
tension in the room. So, being the observant person that I am, 
I decided to break the ice. “Okay. So I’m Black. And Angie’s 
White. Let’s just get that part out in the open.” 

While it initially caused a few laughs, things were only okay 
on the surface. Soon after we started our counseling, Angie and 
I had our first major disagreement. It wasn’t anything unusual 
for couples to struggle with, but we needed help learning how to 
communicate through it. So we took our argument to our coun-
selors, and as Angie shared her frustration, do you know what 
their response was? They gave her an article to read. And the 
article was about why people who marry interracially are trying 
to get back at their parents and why it is complete disobedience. 
This was their advice.

The sad reality is, I really believe they thought they were 
genuinely helping us. 

This type of “counsel” wasn’t limited to our White leaders. 
I talked to many of my African American brothers and sisters in 
Christ, and I asked them, “Would you rather me marry a Black 
non-Christian or a White Christian?” And more often than not, 
they said a Black non-Christian. And they would go through all 
their reasons and give me all kinds of justifications about how 
we are losing all of our Black men and this or that. And just like 
our counselors, they had all the best intentions in the world. The 
problem was that not one person was willing to call division sin. 
No one was willing to say racial discrimination is wrong. 
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So before we jump into the ins and outs of Advocates and 
Aggravators, I want to ask you a question. Are you willing to call 
any division that is caused by racism, discrimination, or prejudice a 
spiritual and moral problem? Are you willing to call it sin? Are we, 
together, willing to call it sin?

This is the framework that I am coming from. And if we 
don’t start here together, the rest of this book won’t resonate with 
your heart at all.

Racial Division in the Early Church 

I want to take a brief detour to consider a story from the 
early church in Acts 6. In this short passage we get huge insights 
into what God thinks about racial division and how his church 
should respond. The text makes it clear that racial division is a 
real problem that demands real solutions that can lead to real 
transformation. Here’s how the story begins:

In those days, as the disciples were increas-
ing in number, there arose a complaint by the 
Hellenistic Jews against the Hebraic Jews that 
their widows were being overlooked in the daily 
distribution. (Acts 6:1)

Did you catch that? One racial group was being overlooked by 
another racial group in the daily distribution of food. This was a real 
problem. The divisions of the world had crept into the church. 
And how did the church respond? Let’s look. 

The Twelve summoned the whole company of 
the disciples and said, “It would not be right 
for us to give up preaching the word of God to 
wait on tables. Brothers and sisters, select from 
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among you seven men of good reputation, full 
of the Spirit and wisdom, whom we can appoint 
to this duty. But we will devote ourselves to 
prayer and to the ministry of the word.” This 
proposal pleased the whole company. So they 
chose Stephen, a man full of faith and the 
Holy Spirit, and Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, 
Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a convert 
from Antioch. They had them stand before the 
apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on 
them. (Acts 6:2–6)

The racial divisions were considered to be so grievous and 
serious that for the first time in the whole book of Acts, the 
entire church stops and gathers together. In this text, there’s kind 
of this sense of, “Look. The world is going to have its divisions. 
But not in God’s house. When the divisions of the world become 
the divisions of the church, we have to stop everything and 
address it. This cannot be.” And so they stopped and gathered 
everyone together.

Historically, we’ve used this passage to tell the story of how 
we get deacons. While that may be the case, it’s not the point 
of the text—there is so much more going on in these verses. 
We see how the church not only stops to gather, but how they 
identify real solutions. They name seven Hellenistic (Greek, 
Gentile) men who have authority and responsibility to oversee 
restoration and justice in this issue. Their solution was specific 
and culturally sensitive, as it took authority away from those who 
were abusing it (the Hebraic Jews) and intentionally placed it with 



W He re A re W e ? 9

seven Hellenistic Jews who could best address the issue at hand.1 
In other words, the members of the oppressed party (Gentiles) 
were given authority, rather than members of the oppressing 
party (Jews). And then, in the very next verses, we see that those 
real solutions led to real transformation:

So the word of God spread, the disciples in 
Jerusalem increased greatly in number, and a 
large group of priests became obedient to the 
faith. (Acts 6:7)

Acts 6:7 is the second major benchmark in the book of Acts 
where a multitude of people come to know the Lord. (The first 
is in Acts 2:47.) But here we not only see a multitude come to 
faith, Luke also specifically mentions that a large group of priests 
became obedient to the faith. Why? 

This racial division is a problem they’ve likely had for a 
while. So now they are looking at this new church and waiting 
to see how they will handle the division. And what they see is 
supernatural. The church’s response communicates that they 
aren’t willing to gloss over the problem, that they are willing to 
call racial division sin, and that they are willing to give real solu-
tions to the division. The early church viewed it as their spiritual 
and moral obligation to address issues of racial division. And as 
the priests saw this, they had to recognize something was differ-
ent about this community—and many of them became obedient 
to the faith.

Are we willing to do the same? If God has given us the 
ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:19), then we must recognize 

1  J. D. Barry and L. Wentz, eds., The Lexham Bible Dictionary 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012), “Acts 6:1–6.” Found at www.logos . 
com.
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that when our heart’s posture is divisive or when we stand idly 
by in the midst of division, we are in opposition to God’s mis-
sion. Racial divisions aren’t simply a social issue reserved for 
politicians or civic leaders to handle. This is a spiritual and moral 
problem. 

One simple way we can get a glimpse into how racial divi-
sions are manifesting in the church today is to look at polling 
percentages. Over 80 percent of Black Evangelicals voted for 
President Obama in 20082 while over 80 percent of White 
Evangelicals voted for President Trump in 2016.3 Those stats 
alone reveal how Christians today are more aligned with their 
racial perspectives than we are united in Christ. 

During the 2015 ERLC Leadership Summit, Kevin Smith 
commented, “Our lack of unity and oneness is a direct contra-
diction of our missiological goal: disciples of all nations.”4 These 
divisions within the church are negatively impacting our mis-
sion. The divisions of the world have crept into the church. So 
the question is, does the church have real solutions for this division? 

Praise God, the answer is a resounding yes! Or, at the least, a 
qualified yes—the church can have real solutions for this division. 
But we have to start by being willing to call any division caused 
by racism, discrimination, or prejudice a spiritual and moral 
problem. We must be willing to call it sin. 

Later on, we will talk more about the solutions. But let’s 
stick to the awareness phase for now. So far, we’ve talked about 

2  http://www.pewforum.org/2012/11/07/how-the-faithful-voted -2012 
-preliminary-exit-poll-analysis/

3  http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/how-the -faithful 
-voted-a-preliminary-2016-analysis/

4  Kevin Smith, 2015 ERLC Leadership Summit, https://leadership. 
lifeway .com/2015/04/09/10-quotes-from-the-erlc-leadership-summit-on-
race/.
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recognizing the state of division that exists in our nation and our 
churches, we’ve talked about being willing to call division sin, 
and now I want to take a deeper look into what it means to be an 
aggravator.

Three Kinds of Aggravators

I really believe that most of us live a lot of our lives as 
aggravators. And if we aren’t aware of how this can manifest, 
then we won’t fully be able to engage as advocates. Being aware 
is a critical first step. 

So I want to break it down and look at three different types 
of aggravators. I’m going to use the fight, flight, and freeze 
responses as the framework for the different types of aggravators. 
These reactions are proven to be our typical responses to threats 
of danger or fear.5 They are survival mechanisms that your 
body chemically supports with hormones and nervous system 
responses in order to ensure your survival.6 

So, think about a situation with a bully. There are some of 
us who, when faced with a bully at school, wouldn’t think twice 
about fighting back. We think that the best way to escape the 
danger would be to simply fight it until it goes away. Others may 
have an intuitive response to run from the danger, so they run 
inside and stay off the playground. Still others believe that the 
best way to survive a bully is if the bully doesn’t notice you, so 
they freeze, they hide, they do all they can to remain invisible 
to the bully. Each of these three responses are efforts to survive. 

5  https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/evolution-the-self/201507 
/trauma-and-the-freeze-response-good-bad-or-both

6   Ibid. 
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And surviving is good! God wired our brains to have these 
very normal responses to danger. But think about this in terms 
of the military. Those in the armed forces are trained to respond 
differently from their instincts in order to take risks, achieve a 
common goal, and complete their mission. And the same is true 
for us. It’s not that our instincts are bad, but like soldiers, we 
must be trained so that our responses align with the heart and 
direction of our Commanding Officer. 

Any of these responses can be easily triggered in us. Sure, 
they’re most obvious if we are being chased by an angry dog or get 
in a fistfight. But there are other types of dangers and fears that can 
trigger these same responses. The fear of rejection, disapproval, 
vulnerability, no longer being connected with a group, losing repu-
tation, being misunderstood, saying the wrong thing, not being 
heard—the list could go on and on. And when we are faced with 
these fears and dangers, our initial response is most often fight, 
flight, or freeze. But when paired with a heart that isn’t seeking 
reconciliation, these responses are characteristic of an aggravator 
who is not seeking reconciliation—only self-interest or survival.

We are going to take a deep dive and consider how each of 
these responses can be aggravating and cause further divisions.

A Fighting Aggravator
Using the baseline understanding of the fight, flight, freeze 

responses, we see that each response is triggered by a perceived 
danger. So what danger or perceived danger triggers the fight 
response in a fighting aggravator? 

Perceived danger

In regard to issues of racial division, this trigger often 
depends on what your race is. For a racial minority, one threat 
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is any kind of attempt to simply maintain the status quo. Living 
within a system set up to keep minorities at a disadvantage7 poses 
a serious threat to the success and well-being of minorities, keep-
ing them marginalized and disenfranchised.8 In the face of this 
threat, many aggravators begin to fight.

For those in the racial majority, one perceived danger that 
triggers the fight response could be a response to accusations of 
being racist or privileged, or even a fear of change in the status 
quo. Those in majority culture have the advantage of not feeling 
the negative effects of the status quo. Many are aware of their 
privilege, so the prospect of the scales tilting (to make things 
level again) may seem to them like the scales are actually going 
to tilt to their disadvantage.

This daunting fear of change and the unknown can be 
enough to trigger a powerful response. All you have to do to see 
this is scroll through your social media. Many fighting aggrava-
tors in the majority culture will lash out or fly off the handle in 
response to even a hint at the possibility that they might be in 
some way privileged, and that something might need to change 
to help those at a disadvantage. If you feel the urge to lash out 
whenever conversations about race arise, you may be a fighting 
aggravator.

StrengthS and WeakneSSeS

Each type of aggravator, while ultimately falling short of 
being an advocate, does have certain strengths. Some fighting 

7  For more on this, see Divided by Faith by Emerson and Smith; White 
Awake by Daniel Hill; Many Colors by Soong-Chan Rah (see chapter 6); The 
Next Evangelicalism by Soong-Chan Rah (see chapter 3); https://www.paul 
tripp.com/articles/posts/my-confession-toward-a-more-balanced-gospel.

8  Emerson and Smith, Divided by Faith, 9, 45, 48.
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aggravators, for example, tend to be excellent truth tellers. They 
see the lines of right and wrong very distinctly and are not afraid 
to call people toward justice. In many ways, this type of aggra-
vator has a prophetic voice in our day. They are willing to take 
action quickly and make personal sacrifices for their cause. Their 
passion creates an open dialogue of genuine fear, hurt, and anger. 
This is a great strength because, with the other types of aggrava-
tors, you tend to have to go deep-sea diving to figure out what 
they are really feeling.

On the flip side of this, most fighting aggravators struggle 
with seeing or telling the whole story. They focus in on one 
truth (whether that be a truth of their emotion or a truth of the 
situation) and neglect to consider how all the other parts of the 
story combine to create a holistic picture. They leave out parts of 
the story that contradict the point they want to make and often 
highlight specific aspects of the situation that, isolated from the 
whole story, incite fear in those they want to persuade. 

Another weakness of the fighting aggravator comes in their 
motto to “keep it real.” The problem is that many times keeping 
it real means keeping it mean and insensitive—and there is noth-
ing innately prophetic about speaking harsh words. Too often we 
identify more with what our flesh says is true than what God says 
is true, and this results in a “keeping it real” that aligns with our 
emotions and fleshly thoughts rather than with God’s agenda for 
reconciliation. One danger for a fighting aggravator is to view 
themselves as prophets when they are only self-appointed proph-
ets, speaking only from their viewpoint. They miss an opportu-
nity to use their voice as God-appointed prophets, speaking and 
advocating for God’s purposes of reconciliation.

Another weakness of the fighting aggravator is that they 
are overly aggressive; rather than seeking to understand another 
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perspective, they are only concerned with getting their view-
point across. They don’t heed the words of James: “Be quick to 
listen, slow to speak, and slow to anger” (James 1:19). They speak 
boldly what they believe is true, regardless of any other opinions 
or facts that would say otherwise. And even when they do hear 
the argument of another person, their only goal is to use it to 
better frame their own argument. They are not trying to actually 
understand or learn from anyone else.

While they may sometimes struggle with fatigue, fighting 
aggravators are not afraid to initiate. But the less and less they see 
change, the more aggressive they become. They aren’t willing to 
stay the course for real and lasting change, which always takes a lot 
of patience, a lot of conversations, and a lot of time. Their aggres-
sion is a fear-filled response—they demand total change now and 
want to take matters into their own hands to ensure that change 
takes place. The issues they see so clearly are important, and their 
anger drives their passionate pursuit in these endeavors. But, with-
out a heart toward reconciliation, their pursuits remain worldly. 

Keep in mind, many Christians fall into this camp of 
aggravators (perhaps unknowingly). You’ll see more in the fol-
lowing section, but don’t write off this type of aggravator as for 
only those who don’t know Christ. Many, in fact, see it as their 
faithful response to Christ—they are angry about the things 
that make him angry. They just don’t always channel that anger 
toward reconciliation.

Many fighting aggravators have good reason to fight. 
Remember, one of their strengths can be their ability to see 
problems and call them out. And while the fighting aggravator 
may not be wrong in seeing the issues (or part of the issues) that 
divide, without the goal of reconciliation, rage, frustration, and 
further division will be the only results. 
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What doeS the BiBle Say?
If fighting aggravators don’t want reconciliation, what do 

they want? Sometimes their goal is power or control. Sometimes 
it’s validation. Sometimes it’s revenge or punishment. Sometimes 
it’s a short-sighted, incomplete version of justice. But without 
reconciliation, these goals fall short of grasping for what the gos-
pel calls us toward. In so many ways, a fighting aggravator is like 
the prophetic voice of Jonah calling out truth to the Ninevites, 
all the while hoping for their destruction. 

Another way I like to describe this type of aggravator is 
using the term “justified righteousness.” You know in the movies 
when a man’s daughter is kidnapped, and now suddenly we are all 
cheering for him to kill twenty other people to get his daughter 
back? When someone is wronged, we have the tendency to jus-
tify whatever behaviors are necessary to restore what was taken. 

I’ll admit, in the middle of a good movie, I’m inclined to 
cheer for this type of behavior. And when someone wrongs me, 
the temptation to respond out of justified righteousness is strong. 
But it’s not the way of Christ. It’s not the Christian way. 

What did God have to say to Jonah’s hard heart? When 
Jonah was furious because God spared the city, God asked him, 
“Is it right for you to be angry?” (Jonah 4:4). And then after God 
took away Jonah’s shady plant, making Jonah angry again, look 
at their dialogue:

“Then God asked Jonah, ‘Is it right for you to 
be angry about the plant?’ 

‘Yes, it’s right!’ he replied. ‘I’m angry enough 
to die!’

So the Lord said, ‘You cared about the plant, 
which you did not labor over and did not grow. 
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It appeared in a night and perished in a night. 
But may I not care about the great city of 
Nineveh, which has more than a hundred and 
twenty thousand people who cannot distinguish 
between their right and their left, as well as 
many animals?’” (Jonah 4:9–11)

And what does Jesus have to say to those who have been 
wronged? 

“You have heard that it was said, an eye for an 
eye and a tooth for a tooth. But I tell you, don’t 
resist an evildoer. On the contrary, if anyone 
slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to 
him also. As for the one who wants to sue you 
and take away your shirt, let him have your coat 
as well.” (Matt. 5:38–40)

The tendency of the fighting aggravator is to take matters 
into their own hands, choosing their own way over God’s way. 
Retribution and revenge are often key. Their language tends to 
be more revolutionary than reconciliatory. And this is not some-
thing the Lord takes lightly. 

Doing things our own way and responding out of a sense 
of justified righteousness are symptoms of disbelief. A fighting 
aggravator struggles to believe that God will do what he prom-
ised, that God is good, that God’s timing is perfect, and that 
God’s way is best. A fighting aggravator ignores God’s words in 
Deuteronomy 32:35, quoted by Paul in Romans 12:19: “Friends, 
do not avenge yourselves; instead, leave room for God’s wrath, 
because it is written, ‘Vengeance belongs to me; I will repay,’ says 
the Lord.” 
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I am not, as you’ll soon see, saying passivity is the answer. 
And I am certainly not saying to let injustice run rampant. What 
I want to get at here is the posture of our hearts, the motiva-
tions for our actions, and the ways we trust (or don’t trust) God. 
Fighting aggravators need to trust that God is just, that he will 
ultimately and finally act on the side of the oppressed, and that 
they are called, even in their work toward justice, to submit to 
the commands of Jesus.

A Fleeing Aggravator
Perceived danger

The fleeing response is often triggered in the face of a dan-
ger that appears insurmountable. Whether it be from lack of 
resources or skills necessary to confront the danger, or whether it 
be simply from fear or lack of passion, running away looks like the 
best choice to remain safe. The fleeing response is also triggered 
in those who do not see an issue with the status quo—whether 
that is because they like things the way they are or they truly do 
not see any problems, they often hold the belief that divisions 
would disappear if we would just stop talking about them.

In response to issues of racial reconciliation, fleeing aggrava-
tors are passive. They certainly don’t engage the problems with 
passion. Dr. Chip Dodd defines passion as “a willingness to 
endure the pain for something greater than the pain.”9 And for 
some fleeing aggravators, the pain of engaging in the divisions 
is not worth it. They do not have enough passion to endure 
the pain of pursuing reconciliation. For others, the changing 
of the status quo could be the very thing they perceive as most 

9  Chip Dodd, Voice of the Heart, 2nd ed. (Nashville, TN: Sage Hill, 
LLC, 2015). 
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dangerous (although this may not surface consciously or inten-
tionally). Some may value public perception, and if they are in 
a place of comfort or power, anything that might change the 
status quo could be a threat to their way of life. They might also 
see the unrest that comes from conflict as dangerous because 
they value comfort over change. Their fear of loss is seen as a 
threat, whether it be loss of power, structures, authority, lever-
age, or friendships. Others do want to see a change, but they’re 
so overwhelmed by the task at hand that they run away from the 
conflict. 

One of the trickiest types of perceived dangers a fleeing 
aggravator might struggle with is actually not danger, but discom-
fort. In a compelling article, Robin DiAngelo explains how for 
those in the majority culture (and this concept would apply to any-
one experiencing comfort and power from the status quo) who are 
so used to being comfortable, discomfort is often misinterpreted 
as something being “wrong.”10 For example, a White person who 
hasn’t been in many minority-majority settings might feel unsafe 
sitting at a bus stop as the only White person. In reality, this 
person is merely uncomfortable. But whether because of messages 
in media, personal prejudices, a past experience, or other implicit 
biases, the person interprets the situation as dangerous. 

This simple but profound principle also helps us understand 
why a fleeing aggravator might run from divisive race issues. 
Conflict can be uncomfortable. And if an “uncomfortable” trig-
ger automatically triggers a sense of perceived danger, the flight 
response will quickly follow for the fleeing aggravator. And so, 
in this way, discomfort has become a type of perceived danger.

10  Robin DiAngelo, p. 60 of International Journal of Critical 
Pedagogy, vol. 3 (3) (2011), 54–70, https://libjournal.uncg.edu/ijcp/article/
viewFile/249/116.
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StrengthS and WeakneSSeS

Sometimes fleeing aggravators utilize the approach of color-
blindness. In his book Beyond Racial Gridlock, Dr. George Yancey 
describes the approach:

The core argument of the colorblindness model 
is simple: to end racism, we have to ignore racial 
reality. . . . If we emphasize racial issues, then 
we will continue to have racial problems. . . . If 
we only stop taking race into account, racism 
will lose its power to alienate people from each 
other. . . . The colorblind vision is of a society 
in which racial features such as skin color and 
facial structure are no more important than 
height or hair color. . . . If we can diminish the 
importance of race, then racial stratification 
and alienation will no longer be possible. . . . 
Colorblindness helps us correct the tendency of 
some racial minorities to look for racism where 
it does not exist.11

Yancey goes on to explain how Christians who adopt this 
model often do so out of a genuine desire to live under the eter-
nal realities of the new identities that Christ purchased for us on 
the cross.12 So, one of the strengths of a fleeing aggravator can 
be their focus on the eternal. They value the souls of people and 
tend to spend a lot of time engaging in deep thought and working 
on powerful spiritual concepts and matters of the heart. 

11  George Yancey, Beyond Racial Gridlock: Embracing Mutual Responsibility 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 29–30, 32.

12  Ibid., 40.
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This is a real strength, but it can be short-lived, as it is often 
based on a faulty understanding of racial divisions, and in turn, 
can be used as an excuse to avoid dealing with other difficult 
parts of society and life.13 They hide behind Christianese lan-
guage of living for eternity while ignoring the present realities 
around them. 

The argument also falls apart when we recognize that we 
will not be colorblind throughout eternity. We will still be 
people from “every nation, tribe, people, and language” (Rev. 
7:9). And Revelation portrays that as something to celebrate, 
something to see, something noticeable that will glorify God. 
Fighting for colorblindness in our lives today is not only contrary 
to the picture we see in Revelation, but it also puts you in danger 
of supporting the status quo—and supporting the status quo will 
always help those in power. Left unchecked, colorblindness only 
propagates oppression in our societies. 

Many fleeing aggravators struggle with fragility when it 
comes to conversations and engagement with race and divisive 
issues. They prefer to not even start the conversation. They’d 
rather avoid anything that would challenge them to engage in 
this space and pretend like everything is fine. They’re sick and 
tired of these conversations about racial divisions. But they’re not 
tired because of how much they’ve engaged the issues—they’re 
tired out of lack of practice. 

Think about this in terms of athletics. Let’s say you’ve got an 
Olympian athlete who trains eight hours a day, six days a week. 
This athlete experiences fatigue at the end of a work week. But it’s 
a fatigue that came from long hours of muscle engagement and 
work. On the other hand, you may have a sedentary individual 

13  Ibid., 35, 39.
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who works at a desk from 9–5 every day of the week. And for this 
person, just walking up two flights of stairs can be exhausting. 
This fatigue comes because this person’s muscles have not been 
practiced. They are out of shape; their muscles are fragile. And in 
so many ways, a fleeing aggravator can be out of shape in regard 
to engaging division. As a result, the slightest mention of these 
issues causes immediate defense mechanisms to flare up. 

Passivity is perhaps the greatest weakness of the fleeing 
aggravator. My good friend, brother, and fellow pastor, John 
Onwuchekwa says passivity occurs when “a love for self crowds 
out the ability to love others.” Because of this love for self that 
blinds them to others, they tend to only view the problems of 
others through their own personal lens. But the thing about pas-
sivity is that it is driven by public perception. Passive people are 
not opinionless people; they simply value the opinions of others 
about them as the highest priority. If they think their opinions 
will hurt the way they are perceived or if they think there’s no 
purpose, they will run. So while they may not voice many of 
these thoughts (except in environments with others who think 
just like them), they are often the driving force behind what is 
causing a fleeing aggravator to run away.

What doeS the BiBle Say?
The Bible is not without its own examples of fleeing aggrava-

tors. Look at Jacob in Genesis 34. His own daughter, Dinah, was 
raped, and Jacob did absolutely nothing about it. But after his 
sons deceived and killed the man guilty of rape, Jacob’s heart 
became clear. He was angry with his sons and said to them, “‘You 
have brought trouble on me, making me odious to the inhabit-
ants of the land, the Canaanites and the Perizzites. We are few 
in number; if they unite against me and attack me, I and my 
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household will be destroyed.’ But they answered, ‘Should he treat 
our sister like a prostitute?’” (vv. 30–31). 

Jacob’s concern was primarily for himself and how others 
might perceive him. And that love for self completely crowded 
out his ability to love his daughter well after she was raped. He 
was passive, choosing to run away from the issues rather than 
to engage. But his passivity only served to further aggravate the 
situation, as his sons responded by murdering the man. 

Fleeing aggravators tend to believe one of three lies. On the 
one hand, some believe that if they run away from the problems, 
the problems will just stop being there. They believe the best way 
to deal with the problem is by not dealing with it, because there’s 
really not that big of a problem anyway.

On the other hand, some believe the lie that the situation is 
hopeless. They run away from the problem because it’s so bad 
that they don’t think it could ever be fixed. Or finally, some 
believe the lie that it’s not worth the pain, it’s not worth the cost 
of pursuing reconciliation. But what none of these groups realize 
is that in running away, they are pouring more gasoline on the 
fire, and encouraging greater division, not healing and unity. 
Running away is not a neutral action.

In response to one fleeing aggravator’s view of “save the soul, 
the rest will follow,” the gospel also has much to say. And while 
we are commanded to live in light of eternity (2 Cor. 4:17–18; 
Col. 3:2; Matt. 6:19–20), the Bible never tells us to ignore the 
physical bodies and real-time needs of our neighbors and com-
munities. In fact, it is quite the opposite. The book of James is 
filled from beginning to end with a defense for the importance of 
meeting real needs. In James 1:27, he writes, “Pure and undefiled 
religion before God the Father is this: to look after orphans and 
widows in their distress and to keep oneself unstained from the 
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world.” He goes on in James 2:15–16 to write, “If a brother or 
sister is without clothes and lacks daily food and one of you says 
to them, ‘Go in peace, stay warm, and be well fed,’ but you don’t 
give them what the body needs, what good is it?” 

The parable of the Good Samaritan is also a powerful 
indictment against passivity in the face of wounded humanity 
(Luke 10:25–37). Look at Jesus’ final words to the experts in the 
law: “Which of these three do you think proved to be a neighbor 
to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?’ ‘The one who 
showed mercy to him,’ he said. Then Jesus told him, ‘Go and do 
the same’” (Luke 10:36–37). 

The very incarnation of Christ serves as evidence of God’s 
concern for the needs of humanity. Jesus came and dwelt among 
a broken people. Yes, he spoke a message of hope. Yes, he chased 
after the souls of people. But he did not ignore broken bodies 
or hunger pains along the way. His willingness to heal on the 
Sabbath is perhaps one of the strongest proofs that Jesus did not 
see a disconnect between engaging human needs and fulfilling 
the spiritual law. Look at Mark 3:1–6.

Jesus entered the synagogue again, and a man 
was there who had a shriveled hand. In order 
to accuse him, they were watching him closely 
to see whether he would heal him on the 
Sabbath. He told the man with the shriveled 
hand, “Stand before us.” Then he said to them, 
“Is it lawful to do good on the Sabbath or to 
do evil, to save life or to kill?” But they were 
silent. After looking around at them with anger, 
he was grieved at the hardness of their hearts 
and told the man, “Stretch out your hand.” So 
he stretched it out, and his hand was restored. 
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Immediately the Pharisees went out and started 
plotting with the Herodians against him, how 
they might kill him.

While it may sound like good Christian lingo when a fleeing 
aggravator talks about prioritizing the eternal over the temporal, 
it may in reality be passivity in disguise. Look at what theologian 
and author John Stott once wrote, 

Our neighbor is neither a bodiless soul that we 
should love only his soul, nor a soulless body 
that we should care for its welfare alone; nor 
even a body-soul isolated from society. God 
created man, who is my neighbor, a body-
soul-in-community. Therefore, if we love our 
neighbor as God made him, we must inevitably 
be concerned for his total welfare—the good of 
his soul, his body, and his community.14

A Frozen Aggravator
Perceived danger

Frozen aggravators tend to be paralyzed by fear of change 
and/or fear of failure. If you think of the freezing response—like 
a possum playing dead—you can understand why freezing can 
be a completely natural response in the face of danger. But, in 
regard to issues of racial division, the freezing of this type of 
aggravator only serves to greater exacerbate the problem. 

14  John Stott and Christopher J. H. Rice, Christian Mission in the 
Modern World, updated and expanded ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2015), 29.
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Frozen aggravators suffer from paralysis by analysis. They’re 
so afraid they might do the wrong thing that they choose to do 
nothing at all. Sometimes frozen aggravators may be most aware 
of all the nuances of a situation, but the analysis of all the pos-
sible ways to offend and fail leads them to freeze in their tracks. 
For others, they may be so scared of change they freeze; too 
paralyzed to prevent it or move toward it, they just remain silent 
and disengaged.

At our old house, we used to keep our dog food outside. So 
one day I went outside to feed the dogs, and all of a sudden I saw 
something start to move. I realized it was a possum, and, showing 
me its teeth, it jumped out of the dog food container! The dogs 
went crazy and started barking at and attacking it. After it stopped 
moving, I assumed they had killed it. So I got the dogs to go inside 
and realized, I’ve got to move this thing. I started praying. Lord, is he 
playing possum or is he really dead? And you have to remember, I’m 
a city guy. I didn’t know much about possums. But I’m looking 
at him laying there and there’s stuff coming out of his mouth, so 
I’m freaking out, trying to figure out what I’m going to do with 
this dead thing. But I walked away for a minute, and when I came 
back, he was gone. (I later learned that they can emit things out of 
their mouths to make it seem more like they’re dead.) More than 
any other animal, the “playing dead” response of the possum is 
probably most like the freezing response of a frozen aggravator.

Based on my experiences with my own church family and 
with other Christians I know, this is the category I believe 
most Christians fall into. Because I’m an optimist at heart, my 
assumption is that most people are here because they lack the 
tools to feel equipped to engage in a meaningful way. We know 
something is wrong, but we don’t feel that we have the means to 
bring about the necessary changes. I agree with Emerson and 
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Smith that, too often, people with the deepest desires to see these 
divisions overcome end up contributing to the division because 
they lack the tools to engage well.15

StrengthS and WeakneSSeS

Some frozen aggravators have a great strength in that they 
are very informed and aware of what is going on. They may read 
a lot or watch a variety of news sources or find other ways to 
engage the information. And this strength could be very helpful 
in crafting holistic plans for change. But due to their paralysis 
by analysis and feeling overwhelmed by the issues they see, their 
weakness steps in and they freeze in the face of division. 

Another strength is that frozen aggravators have a healthy 
awareness of the possibility of offending others. They genuinely 
don’t want to make the situation any worse, and don’t want to 
offend other people involved. Unfortunately, of course, this 
strength is often exactly what leads them to inaction.

On the flip side, other frozen aggravators may be totally 
unaware of the nuances of the issues of division. They may see 
a problem, feel overwhelmed by the amount of work there is to 
be done, and freeze in response. And again, others may freeze 
due to fatigue. Some may be exhausted from working hard to 
see change and failing to see it, and then give up. Others may 
be tired because the divisions themselves seem too daunting to 
overcome. 

Regardless of the reasons for freezing, the paralysis of a 
frozen aggravator produces a double think where their lifestyle 
doesn’t match up with their stated values and beliefs. They likely 
have a genuine desire to see reconciliation, but their paralysis 

15  Michael Emerson and Christian Smith, Divided by Faith (Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 1. 
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produces passivity and their life in turn does not reflect a lifestyle 
of reconciliation. 

In many ways, frozen aggravators are their own biggest 
threat. They think they are disqualified to engage because they 
lack the tools or qualifications. Or maybe they are distracted 
by other things that seem more important, or at least easier to 
address. 

What doeS the BiBle Say?
When I think of frozen aggravators, I think of the way the 

early apostles related to Paul. They saw what was going on, they 
knew something needed to be done, but no one except Barnabas 
would engage with him. Another example is Peter in Galatians 2. 
Instead of addressing the issues with the Judaizers, he just stayed 
in the status quo, frozen, unwilling to engage. And we see how 
this paralysis led Peter to live in a way that didn’t match with the 
values he claimed. Look at what Paul writes in Galatians 2:11–12:

But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed 
him to his face because he stood condemned. For 
he regularly ate with the Gentiles before certain 
men came from James. However, when they 
came, he withdrew and separated himself, because 
he feared those from the circumcision party.

We can see it again in James 2:15–16 when James makes an 
indictment against those who stand idly by in the face of need. 
James concludes that this is ultimately a lack of faith. Regardless 
of the motives for freezing, the result of aggravating remains the 
same: division is deepened. Even those Christians who are frozen 
for the best of reasons are only further contributing to the issues 
that divide us. The driving force behind their response is not 
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reconciliation, but fear. And any response that is not done with a 
heart for reconciliation is a response of an aggravator.

Maybe you find yourself relating to one type of aggravator. 
Or maybe you can see yourself in all three. I know for me, differ-
ent situations can trigger different responses. No matter how you 
connect to these types of aggravators, just know you’re not alone 
in these struggles because the fight, flight, or freeze responses 
are survival tactics wired in our brains. 

The good news is, because we are in Christ, we are new 
creations (2 Cor. 5:17)! And we have the freedom to walk in our 
new identity and respond in godly ways because of Christ living 
within us. So let’s turn from awareness (where are we?) to vision 
and look at where God wants us to be. 


