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NO TE T O RE ADERS

Throughout our time together, we will be using words, phrases, 
and capitalization to describe groups of people, movements, 
and organizations. We have applied research and consulted 
with others to choose our words and usage both carefully and 
intentionally.

We will be using the following terminology to describe cer-
tain races and ethnicities:

• Asian Pacific Islander

• Black

• Brown

• Indigenous

• Latin American

• People of Color

• White

Language is fluid, changing over time, and can be contested. 
In our use of terms, we’re striving for sensitivity and accuracy 
for our readers and to be guided by the Holy Spirit.
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INTRODUC TION

Did you know that your Apple Watch will automatically call 
911 if it detects that your heart rate is unusually high?

I (Chuck) didn’t know that either until one morning when I 
was out for a run. I was crossing a bridge, something that always 
scares me, when all of a sudden my watch and phone started 
barking at me. When I looked down to see what was wrong, I 
saw that 911 had been dialed . . . and the operator had picked 
up the call! After an awkward conversation that added embar-
rassment to fear, I knew it was a run I wouldn’t soon forget.

I’ve been a runner for over a decade, and still, every time I 
cross a bridge, it causes my heart to race. Fear is like that, right? 
It’s emotional. It’s visceral. Fear grips your heart.

Today, if I think about how folks across the country are feel-
ing about race, I see that they’re fearful. And I bet you’d agree. 
If our society wore an Apple Watch, it would have been calling 
911 every single day after the murder of George Floyd sparked 
a racial reckoning in our country.

Yet, while George Floyd’s murder was a keystone event, it was 
not the first. In 2015, I was one of the pastors of a large, multisite 
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Introduction

church of thirty- five thousand people, about 80 percent White 
and 20 percent Black, Indigenous, and People of Color. On July 
29 of that year, body cam footage from a traffic stop just five 
miles from where I pastored revealed the killing of an unarmed 
Black motorist named Sam DuBose by a gunshot to the head.

A White University of Cincinnati officer pulled DuBose over 
for a missing license plate. The exchange ended with the officer 
firing his gun, killing DuBose. 

As the body cam video was broadcast on our local news, I 
joined a few of my fellow colleagues to watch. As the only Black 
man in the room, I felt both in community and also alone. I 
felt a special weight of responsibility that was unavoidable and 
would require something unique from me.

I knew no one else in that room, as well- intentioned and 
heartbroken as they were, would be taking the mantle to lead 
our church in this time of crisis and division— not because 
they weren’t qualified, but because I was being called. But this 
calling came with the fear of leading our community well in 
this moment. And that made my heart sink to the pit of my 
stomach.

I was standing at the edge of the longest, highest bridge I’d 
ever crossed. I had a choice to make. Did I allow fear to keep 
me stagnant, or did I move forward, flowing toward racial 
healing, solidarity, and justice by taking a more active role 
in the fight?

I chose to flow.
Flowing meant showing up at marches in my city to be a 

prayerful and faithful presence with others crying out for jus-
tice. It meant following brave leaders in my church like Carolyn 
and Elizabeth, who organized a “Jericho prayer walk” with 
hundreds of people seeking a just outcome in the case of the 
officer who shot and killed Sam DuBose. It meant leading prayer 
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outside the justice center as the jury deliberated amid a fraught 
and potentially explosive environment.

Why was it important to show up in the middle of such ten-
sion? Because in the Gospels, this is where we find Jesus over 
and over again. Jesus chose to be with those most affected by 
the injustice in his day, chose to stand in the gap, chose to be 
present where there was pain. For lasting racial healing and 
justice to flow, we must make the same choice— to stand with 
those most affected by racial injustice. This is what it means 
to live undivided.

LivingUNDIVIDED Is Born

I (Chuck) met Troy in the atrium of my church. Within the 
first few minutes, this White guy told me he just got back from 
marching in Ferguson. Immediately, he shook all the precon-
ceived notions I had about him. But I still didn’t know him.

He started asking me these intense questions about how I 
felt about race, policing, and the like. I was thinking, Dude, we 
just met. I don’t know you, and I certainly don’t know if  I can 
trust you with how I’m really feeling about all this. I gave Troy 
“safe” answers to his questions, refusing to let down my guard. 
Then Troy told me his story— which was filled with examples 
of his work for the cause of racial justice— further dismantling 
the wall I’d had to build around myself as a Person of Color in 
a conversation with a White man.

I don’t know if he said enough for me to realize he was legit 
or if I was just so thankful for the opportunity to unload some 
of the internal tension I was feeling about race and our country, 
but I took the risk and shared vulnerably with Troy. I told him 
I felt like we were back in the 1960s. I told him I felt called to 
do something but didn’t know what that looked like.
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Troy extended an invitation to me to get involved with the 
project he was leading, which I accepted. And a few months 
later, as the vision for LivingUNDIVIDED was birthed in me, 
I invited Troy to be part of building something that could draw 
followers of Jesus to the work of racial healing, solidarity, and 
justice— just like his conversation had done for me.

We formed a team with leaders— including Troy, Lynn Watts, 
Kathy Beechem, Justin Masterson, and Charla Weiss— to cre-
ate LivingUNDIVIDED, a six- week experiential journey for 
multiracial groups of people in pursuit of  racial solidarity 
and justice. Each week of LivingUNDIVIDED includes faith 
grounding, teaching, small group conversations, activities, and 
assignments that engage multiple learning styles. The journey 
fosters belonging, hope, deep community, and faithful action.

As the program was becoming rooted in our church, we saw 
people coming together, lowering their defenses, and taking 
action.

Then 2020 came. A contentious election. A pandemic. Rhet-
oric and violence against the Asian Pacific Islander and im-
migrant communities. And the tragic killings of more Black 
and Brown people by police, including Ahmaud Arbery at the 
hands of two brazen citizens who felt empowered to perform 
a modern- day lynching. It all added up to more pain. More 
division. More fear.

The events of 2020 also caused us to reexamine how the 
LivingUNDIVIDED experience was serving the vision of racial 
healing and justice. We did a lot of research on the effectiveness 
of our approach. We made significant changes, and we are now 
seeing the fruit of those changes. What began as a program in 
one church has expanded across the country.

We talk a lot about loving courageously in this book, because 
we know that unity over fear is possible, and it takes courage 
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to get to know— to care about— other people and other lived 
experiences that make up our churches and our nation.

This is how hearts change.

Unite to Ignite

When we unite people, in time, they will ignite one another 
to pursue racial justice. This is exactly what happened when 
hundreds of alumni from our program knocked on doors to 
register voters and encourage the passage of Issue 44, a tax 
levy to fund preschool and education in Cincinnati. Because 
everyday people took action to unite and ignite for racial justice, 
hundreds of Black, Brown, and White children are experiencing 
high- quality preschools who otherwise would not.

What’s happening in this moment is powerful and gives us 
hope. We know the fruit of LivingUNDIVIDED, thanks both 
to the stories of changed lives, hearts, and communities and to 
academic studies that validate our approach. Dr. Hahrie Han, 
inaugural director of the SNF Agora Institute at Johns Hopkins 
University, and her colleague Dr. Maneesh Arora of Wellesley 
College asked to study our work after hearing about the pre-
school campaign win in Cincinnati. Their research confirms 
that LivingUNDIVIDED moves people from feeling isolated 
to experiencing belonging, and from being passive, stuck, and 
afraid to working as architects of change in their communities.1

We have been at this since 2015 and have had ten thousand 
participants, nearly two hundred certified facilitators, dozens 
of congregations, and people from over 168 cities and towns 
across the country participate. What we do through the six- week 
experience is just one part of our approach. We are building 
deep partnerships in key cities. We are growing, adapting, and 
learning.
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Introduction

One learning we continue to come back to is that we are sur-
rounded by a great cloud of witnesses who, over generations, 
have been part of the struggle for racial healing, solidarity, and 
justice. We are not alone, and neither are you.

If you picked up this book, it’s likely you desire racial heal-
ing and justice to flow as well, and you want to discover and 
do your part to bring it about. Like you, we’ve been troubled 
by the stories of racial injustice and division that mark these 
times. We understand how it feels to be disappointed, both in 
yourself and others, by the inequalities and hurt that have been 
normalized in our country.

We also have seen God at work healing and restoring those af-
fected by the chronic disease of racism. Our work has provided 
an opportunity for over one hundred communities to become 
educated and engaged in the work of racial healing and justice. 
Through this shared experience, these communities are able 
to move forward, equipped and empowered with an aligned 
mission and vision. This happens because the work is rooted 
in God’s will to restore all things.

Our North Star for LivingUNDIVIDED is to see a flow of 
racial healing and justice that repairs wounds and cultivates 
equitable systems in which all people flourish. This book is 
an invitation for you to join us in making this vision a reality.

Stagnancy and Flow

When it comes to living undivided, at some point we will all 
get stuck, which can lead to a dangerous state called stagnancy.

Stagnant water is water that’s been trapped or undisturbed 
for a long time. Stagnant water can not only poison our system, 
but it also creates the perfect environment for the growth of 
mold and other noxious substances that can contaminate and 
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destroy. Stagnant water attracts all kinds of nasty vermin and 
mosquitoes associated with the spread of potentially deadly 
diseases like malaria, Zika fever, rotavirus, and more.

When it comes to racism, stagnancy is just as dangerous as 
stagnant water. Every day that we avoid confronting this evil, 
people are wounded, particularly People of Color. Some even 
die. The impact of a racially divided community gets in the way 
of every system and structure that surrounds us. Stagnant lives, 
stagnant communities, and stagnant churches are a big driver 
in the shared racial crisis we are now experiencing.

We acknowledge that you’re going to be confronted with 
some hard truths during this journey— we all will. Those 
tough realizations may look different depending on your race. 
This stagnancy is the major contributing factor to why all 
of us remain worn out and ineffective in the fight for racial 
healing.

But God can break us out of stagnancy and restore the flow 
of the Spirit. We find hope in Ezekiel 47, where the prophet 
sees a vision of fresh water flowing from the temple of God. 
This fresh water, as it flows through the streets of Jerusalem, 
causes lush green trees to sprout up and grow.

But then something even more miraculous happens as this 
fresh water flows through the desert and to the Dead Sea where 
nothing grows. In Ezekiel’s vision, fresh water from God’s holy 
temple literally brings the Dead Sea to life!

People fish on its banks, and again there are lush trees. Of 
these trees, it says, “Their fruit will be for food, and their leaves 
for healing” (Ezek. 47:12). We believe that through the power 
of God, a nourishing racial solidarity is flowing, and this flow 
can heal and make right everything that divides us.

Why do we believe this is possible? Well, we see fruit from 
these trees every day— in stories like Tamika’s.
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Tamika is a Black woman who participated in one of our 
LivingUNDIVIDED cohorts, and her struggle to find an iden-
tity lost is representative of so many Black and Brown people 
in America.

Here’s what Tamika says:

I was raised in North Carolina in a small, predominantly White, 
rural town. There, I was too Black. Then I moved to Baltimore 
when I was thirteen. There, I wasn’t Black enough.

I moved into adulthood and entered the corporate world, 
where I still struggled to fit in. People would always say to 
me, “You talk so properly!” What they really meant was that I 
sounded White. At one point in my career, I changed my name 
to Tammy to fit an online persona I was trying to present in an 
attempt to claim some sort of an identity of my own.

To say I was having an identity crisis when I began the Living-
UNDIVIDED cohort would be an understatement. I didn’t feel 
like I’d ever been accepted in any environment, and I wasn’t even 
aware of all the pain I’d been in. But I decided to participate 
because I thought I might be able to contribute something to 
the conversation on racial justice in my city.

What I found was an environment that I could share in— 
and for the first time, feel comfortable sharing. What I didn’t 
expect was the level of healing I would experience. God liter-
ally used the space of LivingUNDIVIDED to heal me in areas 
I hadn’t faced before. Now I’m on this journey to discover 
my own racial identity and how it impacts the woman I am  
today.

In fact, my LivingUNDIVIDED experience inspired me to 
cut off all my hair! In an effort to conform to societal norms, 
I’ve done everything with my hair— from weaves to braids 
to relaxers. Looking back, I can see that I was chasing after 
whatever identity I could fit into. But I felt so free leaving 
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LivingUNDIVIDED, so confident and empowered, so unbound 
by all the expectations that had restricted me before, that cutting 
off my hair became my declaration of freedom.

Tamika’s story is a microcosm of what’s possible when we live 
undivided— what’s already happening, in fact. Lives changed, 
identities found, healing experienced.

This work is also affecting communities. John Tanner, a pas-
tor in Huntsville, Alabama, is working with a multiracial team 
of pastors and leaders in his city to advance racial healing, soli-
darity, and justice.

Here’s his story:

Our journey in Huntsville began in the wake of the murder of 
George Floyd in May 2020. Like so many others in the country, 
we were disturbed and heartbroken by the images of that event. 
It led to a racial reckoning in our city and for many around the  
country.

In response to that, the White pastor of a larger, racially di-
verse church in our area organized a gathering at Big Spring Park 
in the heart of our city called “Praying Together for Change.” 
A group of more than thirty diverse churches were represented 
there, and it was a very powerful evening.

Following Praying Together for Change were five calls to 
action. And one of the five was to form intentional partner-
ships between predominantly White and Black churches in our 
area. Another pastor and I were asked to lead this effort. We 
agreed early on that for these partnerships to be substantive and 
transformational, they needed to be built on a foundation of 
education and to facilitate deep and meaningful conversations 
on matters of race rather than settling for something superficial 
like the traditional pulpit- swap approach or fellowship gather-
ings that would only scratch the surface.
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That’s what our LivingUNDIVIDED experience has pro-
vided—events that are well produced and well facilitated, and 
that led to rich conversations and connections.

One of our participants said it best: “The LivingUNDI-
VIDED cohort was uplifting to me because it provided a place 
for people to have this most difficult yet necessary conversation 
through the lens of historical truths while managing the wide 
range of emotions that those truths evoke in the present.”

Rise and Build

There’s never been a more critical time to engage in the fight for 
solidarity and justice. The racial climate over the last few years 
has escalated to fiery temperatures that can only be compared 
to some of the most challenging seasons from American history. 
With the rise of the Movement for Black Lives, contentious 
debates over critical race theory, viral videos, and even violence, 
you and I have come to realize the trouble we’re in.

As individuals.
As a country.
And as followers of Jesus.
See, this isn’t another book on racism in America.
Okay, so this isn’t just another book on racism in America. 

This is a book about you. About your life, your walk with God, 
and your future. This book is also about us, together— about 
our shared future.

This book is about the picture God painted of the kingdom 
in Revelation 7:9—a picture created with strokes of many glo-
rious colors. It’s about how we can get into the flow for racial 
healing and justice God is already bringing about through his 
people—a flow of fresh water into the dead sea of society.

This book is an invitation.
This book is a challenge.
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We invite and challenge you to rise and build.
To rise and build like Nehemiah did. Nehemiah was a Jewish 

man who served as cupbearer to the Persian king around four 
hundred years before the birth of Christ. Many of the Jewish 
people had been released from captivity to return to Jerusalem 
to rebuild its temple. But when they arrived, they found their 
city in ruins.

Nehemiah learned of his people’s fate through a message 
from his brother:

The survivors there in the province who escaped captivity are in 
great trouble and shame; the wall of Jerusalem is broken down, 
and its gates have been destroyed by fire. (Neh. 1:3)

“The survivors . . . are in great trouble and shame.” Sound 
familiar?

After a moment of reflection and repentance, Nehemiah 
leaped to action. He got permission from the king to travel to 
Jerusalem to rebuild its city wall and restore dignity to God’s 
people— his people— who were marginalized and hurting.

Nehemiah issued an invitation and charge to the people in 
Jerusalem:

Then I said to them, “You see the trouble we are in, how Jeru-
salem lies in ruins with its gates burned. Come, let us rebuild 
the wall of Jerusalem, so that we may no longer suffer disgrace.” 
(Neh. 2:17)

Our words to you are the same as Nehemiah’s to the build-
ers. You see the trouble we’re in. But we don’t have to continue 
suffering in disgrace. We’re not reduced to the rubble at our 
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feet. God has been gracious to us. God has given us everything 
we need to restore our honor and unity.

Let us start building.
How? By walking, loving, and doing.

The LivingUNDIVIDED Circle

In addition to our personal stories, we will share a bit of our 
collective story as a nation. And we’ll examine the trouble we’re 
in. We will dive deep into what systemic and structural racism 
look like by examining stories in places like Flint, Michigan, 
which is still suffering from the impact of a tragic water crisis 
in the 2010s.

We will also take you into God’s heart for racial healing, soli-
darity, and justice and give you a taste of what living undivided 
can look like for you today. To do that, we want to introduce 
you to a process called the LivingUNDIVIDED Circle.

WALK

LOVE

DO
1. Root

2. 
Realize

3. 
Respond

4. 
Reckon

5. 
Restore

6. 
Resolve
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The steps of the LivingUNDIVIDED Circle are ones we hope 
you choose to take over and over again. Unlike the rebuilding of 
Jerusalem’s wall, racial healing isn’t a “one and done” type of 
work. It’s a cycle that must always be flowing, trickling down 
into every day of our lives.

We’ll unpack these steps over the course of our time together. 
We want to let you know up front that we have a plan. We have 
a strategy. Just like Nehemiah, we know God has already given 
us everything we need to build. We’ve seen some of that work 
being done— there is so much hope for what’s ahead. All we’re 
asking is that you link arms with us, with your brothers and 
sisters in God’s family, and with God to walk toward a better 
tomorrow by learning to love courageously by doing what is 
good.

To walk through the LivingUNDIVIDED Circle— which isn’t 
always linear— you’ll have to fight and face the very real enemy 
of stagnancy. Stagnancy is an enabler to racism.

Yet there is a flow, a steady movement through the Living-
UNDIVIDED Circle. This flow is a catalyst for racial healing, 
solidarity, and justice. Flowing through the circle is how we 
defeat the monster of racism— it’s how we become the people, 
the church, and the nation God created us to be.

Our understanding of the gospel is that Jesus is King, Jesus 
has a kingdom, and Jesus’s kingdom doesn’t just look like us 
or like someone else— it looks like a diverse group of people 
all coming together, worshiping. In fact, that’s exactly what’s 
described in Revelation 7:9:

After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one 
could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and 
languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, 
robed in white, with palm branches in their hands.
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Introduction

The LivingUNDIVIDED movement draws us closer to God’s 
dream.

Because of the work of Jesus, racial unity isn’t only pos-
sible, it’s inevitable. At the end of time, when Jesus comes and 
reigns on the throne, there will be a reconciled people who are 
racially different but united through Christ’s blood. Why not 
experience this right now?

Let’s rise and build!
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EXAMINE YOUR STORY

 1. Are you currently in a state of stagnancy or flow when 
it comes to the work of racial healing and justice?

 2. If you’re stagnant, what would it take to move you into 
a state of flow?

 3. What do you hope to learn or gain from reading this 
book? Are you willing to release preconceived notions 
and perhaps even a little bit of pride to get there?

_MingoJackson_LivingUndivided_AB_jck.indd   25_MingoJackson_LivingUndivided_AB_jck.indd   25 8/4/22   9:41 AM8/4/22   9:41 AM

Chuck Mingo and Troy Jackson with Holly Crawshaw, Living Undivided 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2023. Used by permission.



27

PART 1

ROOT
WALK HUMBLY

 1. ROOT — Examining how our identity in Christ and life 
journey call us into the work of healing and justice.

 2. REALIZE
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What Is Good?

Back in the 1970s, drinking milk with meals was a requirement 
for healthy children. Every lunch and dinner, I (Troy) had to 
drink a glass of milk with my meal. One problem—I hated 
milk.

When I was about five years old, I had an epiphany. My dad 
was at work, so my mom was outnumbered by me and my two 
siblings (my brother and sister are twins and less than two years 
younger than me). So as my mom tended to my younger brother 
and sister, I made a bold decision. I scampered from my seat 
at the dining room table, hustled toward the kitchen sink, and 
boldly poured my milk down the drain.

I made it back, empty milk glass in hand. My mom was 
impressed by my feigned thirst! This was an exciting moment 
for me. I now had a tried- and- true strategy to handle the daily 
grind of drinking milk. Risky? Yes. But worth it? Absolutely.

As I began to plot future milk- pouring exploits, my mom 
went to the kitchen and happened to glance in the sink. And 
what did she see? Milk residue around the drain. Then came 
the question: “Troy Thomas, did you pour your milk down the 
sink?” The middle name said it all—I was in major trouble. My 
mom marched me into the kitchen, boosted me up, and asked 
me to explain how the milk got there.

I then realized the fatal flaw in my plan.
Three things immediately happened: I got a full glass of milk 

that I had to drink in full view of my mother, I grieved the loss 
of my inspired plan to permanently avoid milk, and I heard the 
terrifying words, “Wait until your father gets home.”

When we’re young, it’s easy to sense what’s good and what’s 
not good. Lying about drinking our requisite glass of milk? Not 
good. But as we get older, those lines become blurry. What’s 
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good and what’s not good isn’t nearly as obvious as it was when 
we were five years old.

One of the banner verses in the LivingUNDIVIDED com-
munity is Micah 6:8:

He has shown you, O mortal, what is good.
 And what does the Lord require of you?
To act justly and to love mercy
 and to walk humbly with your God. (NIV)

With this verse, those blurred lines come into focus.
It’s human nature to want to know the boundaries between 

good and bad. But perhaps it’s not as much of a guessing game 
as we’ve made it— especially as Christians. We all want to know 
what is “good,” because we want to do “good.” We want to be 
seen as pleasing to God, because, well, that’s just how we’re wired.

When it comes to race in America, what does it look like to 
embody what is good? What does this require of us individu-
ally and collectively? Thankfully, Micah breaks it down for us:

Do justice.

Love mercy.

Walk humbly.

Over the last few dozen centuries, God has not changed— and 
neither have the truth and value of this charge. When it comes to 
race in our country, the words of Micah 6:8 make plain our path.

Judgment and Hope

As it seems most prophets did, Micah came onto the scene dur-
ing a time of unrest and tension. Both Israel and Judah, the two 
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nations that emerged following the reigns of Kings David and 
Solomon, were on the verge of collapse. Assyria, the superpower 
of the day, threatened to conquer both kingdoms.

And the reason the Bible gives for this threat? The people of 
Israel had proved unfaithful to God. Instead of doing what was 
good, they’d chosen to worship the gods and goddesses of the sur-
rounding nations while their leaders perpetuated injustice, tram-
pling on the rights of the poor, orphans, widows, and immigrants.

Micah was saying, “You don’t get it. You still don’t get it. 
God has told you what is right. God has told you what is good.”

What about us? Chaos and upheaval are all around. We’ve 
talked about this— everyone with eyes can see the trouble we’re 
in. The world is getting hotter, both literally and figuratively. 
Fires in the western US get more intense every year, while drought 
threatens water levels in reservoirs that millions of people count 
on for daily life. Meanwhile, we are becoming more polarized, 
and both our rhetoric and our actions are becoming more violent.

It’s at this present moment that Micah’s words should echo 
in the heart of every follower of Jesus. What does it look like 
to represent Jesus well at this moment? How should the church 
operate in such a polarized time?

He has told you, O mortal, what is good;
 and what does the Lord require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,
 and to walk humbly with your God? (Mic. 6:8)

To really understand and apply this Scripture to our lives and 
communities, it may help to take the verses in reverse order— 
because they really are layers of the same journey.

Out of the three “do good” actions listed in Micah, we will 
start with walk humbly.
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Living the Circle

Nehemiah’s story serves as an archetype of what it means to 
act for the sake of justice with a group of marginalized people.

We’re drawn to Nehemiah because his story is deeply rooted 
in place, and we believe that must be true for living undivided in 
our day. The national problem can be too big, too overwhelm-
ing, or even too abstract. But when you root this work in place, 
like we have done in Cincinnati, you can make progress. And 
that progress can actually extend beyond the place where you 
begin.

In the first chapter of his story, Nehemiah was in the capital 
city of Susa working as cupbearer to the king when his brother 
Hanani visited from Judah. As cupbearer, Nehemiah’s job was 
to taste any wine brought to the king in case it was poisoned. 
This may sound like a job you would certainly not have wanted, 
but in reality, it came with a great deal of power. Think about 
it— when Nehemiah handed the king a goblet, the king trusted 
him that it was safe to drink. The level of faith the king had in 
his cupbearer was a matter of life and death.

Because of the king’s trust in him, Nehemiah had political 
influence he could wield over the Persian royal court. So his 
brother showed up in the capital city of Susa and Nehemiah 
did what?

I asked them about the Jews that survived, those who had es-
caped the captivity, and about Jerusalem. (Neh. 1:2)

Nehemiah asked. He asked about a displaced and disgraced 
group of men and women who were returning home after being 
held in captivity. Nehemiah didn’t have to ask. He could’ve 
turned the conversation to himself. Surely he had some good 
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court gossip or a point of pride to share— he was likely the 
king’s most trusted aide. Nehemiah also could have just asked 
after his brother and immediate family. But no. Nehemiah’s 
first question to his brother was, “How are the people doing?”

Our guess is that most of you would do something to help 
someone in need if you were asked to, right? But how many of 
us seek opportunities to come to the rescue of hurting people— 
the marginalized members of our society?

Nehemiah’s brother and friends responded: “The survivors 
there in the province who escaped captivity are in great trouble 
and shame; the wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates 
have been destroyed by fire” (v. 3).

In that moment, Nehemiah had a choice. He could either say, 
“Man, that’s too bad. Somebody should do something to help 
those poor people.” Or he could do what he did— Nehemiah 
stepped into the LivingUNDIVIDED Circle by examining his 
roots.

WALK

LOVE

DO
1. Root

2. 
Realize

3. 
Respond

4. 
Reckon

5. 
Restore

6. 
Resolve
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Step One: Root

In her book Fortune, Lisa Sharon Harper writes, “We have been 
deeply shaped by the stories we’ve told ourselves about God. 
We have also been shaped by the stories we’ve told ourselves 
about ourselves.”1 This is the work of rooting— connecting to 
God and reconnecting with ourselves.

We joked about Nehemiah not offering court gossip or im-
mediately turning the conversation with his brother toward 
himself. But Nehemiah’s posture during this encounter with his 
brother is quite notable. Nehemiah’s priority quickly became 
returning to his roots. He didn’t just feel for the escaped cap-
tives, he felt with them.

This is what’s required of anyone with a genuine desire to 
start the work of racial healing and justice. It must be a “we” 
and not a “they” approach. It must connect us to who we are 
in the deepest sense—a child of God.

Aboriginal activist Lilla Watson is often credited with say-
ing, “If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your 
time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound 
up with mine, then let us work together.” This work begins by 
accepting the truth that racism hurts us all.

Nehemiah hurt because his people were hurting. Even though 
he was removed in location and status, he was still deeply con-
nected to the pain of those he cared about— his brothers and 
sisters through the same heavenly Father. Nehemiah knew his 
roots, just as we must recognize ours.

Nehemiah knew he wouldn’t be truly liberated until everyone 
was liberated. His liberation was bound up with the welfare of 
his brothers and sisters in Jerusalem. Because we are follow-
ers of Jesus, our liberation is bound up with our brothers and 
sisters of every racial and ethnic background.
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Let’s all start by examining our roots— our own stories. Un-
examined stories, and unexamined lives, are stagnant breed-
ing grounds for toxicity. The path of healing and justice must 
include rooting ourselves in our stories. Let’s interrogate our 
personal experiences with racism so that we, too, can recognize 
just how bound together we are.
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