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Praise for Oneness Embraced

Adopting God’s kingdom agenda for the unity, purity, mission, and ministry of the church by necessity drives a child of God to embrace the essential oneness of mutual righteousness God has achieved for every believer through Christ. Our obedience is tested in our responsibility to experience and maintain that unity. Oneness Embraced will both convict and encourage you in the how to’s as you seek to shrink the distance between righteousness and justice.


—Dr. Mark L. Bailey, president
Dallas Theological Seminary



When I think of the ministry of Tony Evans three things come to mind. I think of balance, impact, and unashamedly biblically rooted. That is Oneness Embraced. Dr. Evans shows balance between the gospel and social justice in an evangelical world that often forces us to choose between them. His writing is clear and has impact through powerful exposition and illustration. Unashamedly biblically rooted because he challenges us to think afresh about race and reconciliation. This is a needed word and a crucial book.


—Darrell Bock
research professor of NT Studies,
Dallas Theological Seminary



As police chief of the City of Dallas, the challenges I face reducing crime and public disorder have, in many cases, the lack of personal responsibility at their root … Biblical justice, as described in this fascinating book clearly is the prescription for many societal ills that play themselves out in numerous communities in the country and the world.


—David O. Brown
police chief, city of Dallas



Tony Evans is well known as one of the most prominent speakers for evangelical Christianity anywhere in the world. What many people do not know is that he is one of the foremost theologians and thinkers when it comes to interpreting what is happening in our society from a biblical perspective. In this book, he addresses one of the most important concerns of contemporary Christendom—reconciliation of people in Christ Jesus. Tony’s own personal story will do much to bolster his claim to be an authority on this subject. Tony Evans is worth reading. I give him thumbs-up!


—Tony Campolo, PhD,
professor emeritus, Eastern University



Kingdom-minded churches are those that hold the gospel of Jesus Christ in the highest esteem, while pursuing justice, restoration, and reconciliation. I know of no person better qualified to write about kingdom-minded churches than Dr. Tony Evans.


—Jim Daly, president
Focus on the Family



For the last thirteen years I’ve not only been a student of Dr. Evans but also a spiritual son. Once again the revelation of the teacher takes the pupil into a deeper understanding of why the battle continues. May God use this book to help us become the solution and no longer the problem.


—Kirk Franklin
recording artist



Unity in the body of Christ is an essential biblical principle given by Jesus Himself. Dr. Tony Evans writes powerfully and convincingly in bringing us all together to advance the kingdom of Christ. This is a must read for Christians who desire to live in obedience to the heart of the gospel, which is to love unconditionally in the power of His cross and resurrection.


—Jack Graham, pastor
Prestonwood Baptist Church



Dr. Evans’s book caused me to reflect on how much we have allowed the world to dictate how Christians should embrace one another—in oneness. Oneness Embraced is a must read for those who desire to have a kingdom approach to restoration and reconciliation of our distorted social order. I personally encourage all serious-minded Christians to place this book as a top priority for understanding the dynamics of Oneness in Christ.


—Dr. Martin E. Hawkins, president
Southern Bible Institute



Rarely have I read a book with which I so deeply identify. I found myself filled with hope and at the same time broken and ashamed at the inability of the church to draw upon the power of the gospel to transcend our cultural and racial barriers. Tony paints a compelling picture of the kingdom and a kingdom agenda that reflects the supernatural unity of the body of Christ. Oneness Embraced is a must read!


—Dr. Crawford W. Loritts, Jr.
Author, Speaker, Radio Host
Senior pastor, Fellowship Bible Church
Roswell, GA



This book is a real gift to the whole church, a compelling call for racial reconciliation centered in the truths of the gospel. No one is more qualified to write on this topic than Tony Evans, reared in the “Black Church,” but also connected to the “White Church.” Given Tony’s personal journey and deep commitment to the church of Jesus Christ, you hold in your hands a readable book that probes how we can better understand one another and celebrate the unity Jesus prayed for. Do yourself and your church a favor and read this book!


—Dr. Erwin W. Lutzer
senior pastor, The Moody Church



Dr. Evans has chosen to frankly and theologically engage the racial issue at a sociopolitical fermenting kairotic moment in the church and society. We of the African-American evangelical community applaud and stand with him in his proclamation for the transformation and reconciliation of America’s racial equation along the lines of biblical justice and social restoration through the kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ.


—Rev. Dr. Walter Arthur McCray, president,
National Black Evangelical Association



It is sad, yet true, that race among many evangelicals in America is the structural underpinning of policy regarding justice for the hungry, the naked, the imprisoned, and the sick. The church needs to address this issue.

By dealing with the ideology of blacks and whites in depth, Dr. Evans concludes with the necessity of both sides working toward unification. He brings both correction and direction, and provides action steps to bring about healing in both the church and the community. I highly recommend this book as an instructional resource for the body of Christ, especially pastors and leaders.


—Pastor Ray McMillian, president
Race to Unity



Oneness Embraced strikes a chord at the heart of one of the preeminent themes of Scripture. Dr. Evans in his usual style makes God’s truth clear to everyone no matter what age or stage of life. This compelling reading could be used by God to help us reflect the heart of God in our relationships.


—Dr. Larry Mercer, president
Capital Bible Seminary



This book awakens many of the experiences I encountered as an African-American male growing-up in Birmingham, Alabama, in the 50s, 60s, and 70s, and Dr. Evans challenges the reader to recognize the realities both past and present in our nation, culture, and church. Truly, we are at an un-restful gap in Christendom in regards to racial reconciliation that has hindered our progressive appeal to advance God’s kingdom agenda. The eyes of the future are looking back on us. What will be their verdict?


—Dr. Maxie Miller Jr., director
African-American Ministries Division
Florida Baptist Convention



The church needs bridge-builders. At a time when our nation is facing division on all fronts, this new work on unity from Dr. Tony Evans has the potential of transforming communities. It provides a strong biblical basis for oneness by addressing the causes and cures for our cultural divide. Oneness Embraced is must reading for all who are serious about bringing people together. I can’t think of anyone who is more equipped to lead the charge than my friend Dr. Evans.


—James Robison, president
LIFE Outreach International
Fort Worth, Texas



My siblings and I have had the privilege of watching our father promote, encourage, and develop a philosophy of ministry that has impacted people from all walks of life. As his children, our view of the global community of faith has been expanded primarily because of his cross-cultural delivery of a gospel that knows no racial boundaries. Our families, our friendships, and our ministries are better because of it.


—Priscilla Shirer
Bible teacher and author



Tony Evans is biblically based, historically accurate, intellectually integral, and personally inspiring. It is an analysis of our past problems and a prescription for our future endeavors concerning race. If the American church embraces this book, race relations will be transformed in the twenty-first century.


—Rev. Dr. DeForest B. Soaries Jr., senior pastor
First Baptist Church of Lincoln Gardens, NJ



One of the blind spots in the history of the American church is the area of race relations. In Oneness Embraced Tony Evans reminds us that the church cannot remain silent about the racial injustices in our country.


—Richard Stearns, president World Vision, U. S., and
author of The Hole in Our Gospel



I am a raving fan of Christ’s work in our world and have a lot of confidence in the words of my friend Jesus who promised that He will build His church and the gates of hell will not prevail against it! Unfortunately, we tend to complicate the path to victory by speed-bumping the forward progress of the kingdom with our fallen ways and perspectives. Bravo for my friend Tony Evans who has taken the biblical bulldozer to the obstacles and smoothed the way for us. Since being “one” is the unanswered prayer on Jesus’ heart, this is a very important read!


—Joe Stowell, president
Cornerstone University, Grand Rapids, Michigan



I believe history will record that Dr. Tony Evans is one of the most prolific and significant theologians of the 21st Century. In a rare synthesis of the black experience, white evangelicalism, and biblical exposition Dr. Evans confronts and challenges one of the most pervasive and recurring multidimensional issues of contemporary society: racism. Dr. Evans brings the reader to the intersection of intellectual stimulation, spiritual revelation, and personal examination.


—Kenneth C. Ulmer, DMin, PhD, president
The King’s University
Presiding Bishop
Macedonia International Bible Fellowship



For the past thirty years I have had a passion for promoting biblical reconciliation among the people of God. Diversity and unity discussions among the people of God often are based upon secular tolerance, which lacks biblical moral discernment, or a blind denial of our lack of biblical diversity among us. Dr. Evans makes a great contribution to the church by laying a theological foundation and challenging the church to a faith versus feeling discussion of biblical oneness.

Addressing the African-American church history is brilliant decision in Dr. Evans’ call for oneness within the evangelical community. He lifts truth above ethnic, denominational and political groups and seeks to deal honestly with historical failures and current blindness present among each group. Dr. Evans call the church to action in embracing oneness from the perspective that Christ is not taking sides but taking over. A timely contribution to a national dilemma.


—Dr. A. Charles Ware, president
Crossroads Bible College



In many parts of our country it is difficult to tell the difference between Christians and non-Christians when it comes to the issue of race. Thank you, Tony, for your clear understanding that the body of Christ should act and think differently.


—Dolphus Weary
Mission Mississippi



This well-researched and biblically sound book unashamedly examines the issue of black/white relations in the culture at large and the church in particular. Tony Evans helps us see that if we are going to have victory over sin in our world and redeem our culture, we must be about reconciliation and unity. This book is a must read for individuals both inside and outside the church.


—Bryant Wright
president of the Southern Baptist Convention
senior pastor, Johnson Ferry Baptist Church, Marietta, GA



If ever there were a topic lost in the mists of misunderstanding and miscommunication, it is racial reconciliation. Tony Evans argues powerfully that a biblical view of reconciliation must have as its end and aim the glory of God and the advancement of His kingdom. Writing with clarity and passion, Tony calls the people of God to a new commitment that will enable a more fruitful and powerful witness before a watching world.


—Frank Wright, PhD, president and CEO,
National Religious Broadcasters
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INTRODUCTION

The racial problem in America is the asterisk on an otherwise respectable reputation. Whether manifesting itself overtly in conflicts between differing racial and cultural groups, or simply lurking below the surface as a suspicion camouflaging the true depth of the problem, it continues to be the one dominant area of our failure as a nation. In spite of our successes in science, education, medicine, and technology, becoming truly “one nation under God” continues to elude us.

Nowhere is this more evident than in the history and contemporary reality of black/white relations in the culture at large and in the church in particular. While this tension can also be seen in many other ways, whether through swastikas painted on synagogues or Hispanics marching against the concern of racial profiling and the passage of immigration legislation, it is the black/white relationship that has set the bar of racial division the highest. Given the length and volatile history of this divide, if we can ever get this right, we will have developed a template for addressing wherever else this evil shows up in the culture. The church will have established a model on how to biblically address issues such as those found in the current tension arising out of the influx of both legal and illegal immigrants to America, among other things. The church will have put forth biblical and theological answers that have pragmatic manifestations above and beyond mere social and political dialogue about the situation.

It is my contention that the fundamental cause of racial problems in America lies squarely with the church’s failure to come to grips with this issue from a biblical perspective. The truth that has been missed is that God does much of what He does predicated on what His church is or is not doing (Ephesians 3:10). In the same way that God’s purpose, presence, and power in the Old Testament was to flow from His people and through the temple into the world (Ezekiel 47:1–12), even so today it should flow from the church into the broader society. When the church fails to act in concert with God’s prescribed agenda, then God often chooses to postpone His active involvement until His people are prepared to respond. Our failure to respond to this issue of biblical oneness has allowed what never should have been a problem in the first place to continue for hundreds of years.

This book represents my humble attempt to address the matter of the church, oneness, and social justice from an overtly biblical perspective. It is the contention of this book that what has been lacking in American Christianity is the church’s failure to clearly understand and function from a kingdom perspective. Therefore, this work seeks to set forth a kingdom agenda approach to oneness and the subsequent issues housed within it. Threaded throughout this book you will encounter the kingdom motif as the underlying basis for embracing racial unity as well as carrying out principles of biblical justice.

I have intentionally chosen the term embraced in the title and throughout this book based on the unique nature of the kingdom and its bid for us not to be “color blind” with regard to God’s creative diversity. A kingdom perspective urges us to open our eyes, hearts, and minds in order to take what we learn about ourselves, and from each other, with regard to the strengths inherent within each of us, and merge these together to form a more productive union.

Far too often, we have tried to achieve oneness through marginalizing racial distinctions rather than to embrace it. This is because the church has made reconciliation its own goal. However, the purpose of reconciliation goes further than merely being able to articulate that we are one. Reconciliation is not an end in itself. It is a means toward the greater end of bringing glory to God through seeking to advance His kingdom in a lost world. Therefore, authentic oneness manifests itself through mutual relationship and service, not in seminars. The degree to which we embrace oneness in the body of Christ is the same degree to which God empowers us to fully carry out His agenda.

The church of Jesus Christ has on a large scale, with some exceptions, missed our calling. How else can we have all of these churches on all of these corners with all of these preachers running all of these programs with all of these members using all of these resources and still have all of this mess? I would like to suggest that the church, while building great ministries and great buildings, has missed the kingdom. The purpose of this collective body of work examining areas of unity, history, culture, the church, and social justice is to promote a biblical understanding of the kingdom foundation of oneness by detailing why we don’t have it, what we need to do to get it, and what it will look like when we live it.

If the church can ever merge strength with strength in order to create a more complete whole, there will be no stopping the impact we can have not only in our nation, but in our world. Conversely, the absence of a unifying purpose that is larger than ourselves, a kingdom agenda, will continue to keep us from having a transforming influence. This is because we will remain focused on each other, or ourselves, as the end result rather than on how we can maximize our uniquenesses and gifts together in order to accomplish our goal.

For far too long Anglo Christians have wrapped the Christian faith in the American flag, often creating a civil religion that is foreign to the way God intended His church to function. Our nation’s founding fathers are frequently elevated to the level of church fathers in the arguments for the U. S. being founded as a Christian nation. While we should celebrate and affirm the Judeo-Christian worldview that influenced the framework for the founding of our nation, the church must also be careful to judge our nation’s founders by their application of that same worldview. Our founding fathers’ failure to apply the principles of freedom that they were espousing to the area of race is a prominent reason why many minority individuals today are less than enthusiastic to join in with those in our nation who want to exalt or restore America’s history and heritage.

God’s kingdom does not allow for human government to either trump His rule or get so close to influencing His church that it weakens the church’s distinctive nature, presence, or biblical worldview operating in the culture. Such a presence of this kind of governmental influence in the church is nothing short of idolatry (Ezekiel 43:1–12). This illegitimate union of church and state has led to the breakdown of society by placing the government in a position of influence often higher than spiritual leaders in the body of Christ.

Further, what is often missing in our appeal to return to the heritage and faith of our founding fathers is an acknowledgment and reversal of a major theological contradiction that many held—that of proclaiming justice for all while denying it for many. While much in our national history reflects the call to a biblical worldview on the rights endowed to us by our Creator, we have often appealed to that heritage while simultaneously ignoring the moral inconsistencies that were prevalent in its application.

This has also led to a failure to be fully informed about a major aspect of American history in general, and church history in particular. It is common, for example, for Christian colleges to teach church history with limited or even no meaningful reference to the black church at all, thus keeping students from getting the whole truth about the history of our nation. This is why I have included in this work on oneness a section on black church history.

However, simply recognizing the strengths and struggles of our heritage is not my aim in including this history. God is not concerned with enlarging our egos but transforming our lives. This knowledge should propel us in the black culture to submit to and glory in our God and His sovereign design. I am convinced that many of the social issues plaguing the black community today are due to the vast majority of blacks who have never heard the truth regarding our racial origins and development. When people do not fully know who they are and where they come from, they become more vulnerable to allowing someone else to define these and like issues for them. Also, when members of other ethnic groups do not fully know the value of black culture and black church history, they are left with a limited definition steeped in stereotypical generalizations of who we are as people.

While Anglo Christians have frequently wrapped the Christian faith in the American flag, African-American Christians have also merged tradition with faith by wrapping the Christian flag in black culture. At times, this has been done to such a degree that it has led to a failure in making the necessary distinctions that should reflect a kingdom-based approach to life. How else can you explain the overwhelming acceptance of musical and comedic artists who have some of the most lewd lyrics and degrading statements in their performances about the opposite sex while concurrently thanking their Lord and Savior Jesus Christ? What’s worse is the amount of applause that comes from this overwhelmingly “Christian” audience, both live and at home, at this illegitimate union of faith and culture.

It is this absence of accountability and righteous judgment that keeps many in the African-American community from experiencing and fully realizing God’s kingdom purpose for us in spite of the mammoth amount of God-given talent and creative genius with which our Creator has endowed us. This bifurcation between what is professed on Sunday and what is lived out from Monday through Saturday limits our individual and collective progress.

While some of the challenges we face in the black community truly emanate from the past and its personal and systemic aftermath, there are also many challenges that stem from our failure to properly take responsibility for and be held accountable to our actions, morality, families, the quality of services that we provide as well as the proper management of our human and financial resources. Wrong is to be judged and changed, not applauded and excused with no consequences.

While not seeking to diminish the impact of racism upon a culture, I also want us to recognize that illegitimate or continual cries of racism are self-limiting and self-defeating. They simply foster a victim mentality that reinforces a pathology of dependency. Victimology can be defined as nurturing an unfocused strain of resentment rooted in a defeatist identity through which all realities are filtered, rather than viewing challenges as opportunities to overcome. It is virtually impossible to be a victor and a victim at the same time. In God’s Kingdom, victimology negates the foundational theological truths of sovereignty and victory in Christ (Romans 8:28, 37).

It is my contention that at the core of the problem of racial disunity in America is the failure to understand and execute a kingdom-based theology on both righteousness and justice. A balance between the two is absolutely critical since it is from God’s kingdom throne that both righteousness and justice originate (Psalm 89:14).

White Christianity, with all of its strengths, often focuses on personal righteousness at the exclusion of biblical justice. However, there exists within that scope a limited definition of personal righteousness, since the practice of biblical justice is an essential part of living a life of personal righteousness. This limited definition is why a pastor can be fired for immorality, but not for allowing segregation or other forms of injustice either through acts of omission or commission. On the other hand, while there is much within black culture that is to be celebrated, African-American Christianity sometimes emphasizes social justice at the expense of personal responsibility.

The balance between righteousness and justice is so crucial that God’s commitment to bring His kingdom benefits to bear on one generation is tied to training the next generation in how to function effectively with it (Genesis 18:19). When either side, righteousness or justice, is missed or reduced in significance, then the individual, family, church, and society will be out of balance.

As an evangelical, I am unashamedly committed to the authority of Scripture as my final authority. As a black man, I am proud of the unique history and culture God has allowed me to partake of, as well as the unique perspective they give me. As an American, I am committed to this nation of my birth, along with the freedom and opportunities it offers and the oneness it seeks to achieve. It is my goal in this work and in my ministry to provide and promote a kingdom approach to the subject of the church, justice, and oneness. I seek to take the issues out of the realm of human speculation and the limitation of the kingdom of men, and place them squarely in the hands of the kingdom of God, which is where they belong.

Our racial divide is a disease. Over-the-counter human remedies won’t fix it; they merely mask the symptoms for a season. What we need is a prescription from the Creator to destroy this cancer before it destroys us. It is my contention that if the church can ever get this issue of oneness right, then we can help America to finally become the “one nation under God” that we declare ourselves to be. When we get it right in the church house is when we can then spread it to the White House, and beyond.



Part 1

A BIBLICAL LOOK
AT ONENESS




Chapter 1
BROKEN LIBERTY

The racial problem is an unresolved dilemma of America. Racial problems have gone on since America’s inception because their root has not been addressed by the people who are most qualified to address it: the church. When we can only bring people together in a limited way, without canceling who they have been created to be, under an umbrella that is bigger than the color that they claim, then how can we expect much more from the world?

The goal of the church should be to glorify God by reflecting the values of God among the people of God through letting the truth of God be the standard by which we measure right and wrong and the way we accept skin color, class, and culture. Until we can embrace how we were born and raised, we will never be able to manifest the values of God in history so that people can understand and fully see that God is a God of multi-coloredness. God loves the variety in His garden called earth, and each one of us has equal value; after all, He died for each one.

The Contradiction of Liberty

During my college summers, I lived and worked in Philadelphia as an associate evangelist with the Grand Old Gospel Fellowship, regularly setting up tent, church, or outdoor crusades. Frequently, I was able to participate in more than the logistics of the event, but also had the opportunity to do what I am passionate about doing, and that is to posit the truth of God through preaching.

I have always been drawn to the truth. Truth, at its core, is God’s view of a matter. It is a powerful entity able to transform lives both in history and for eternity. While truth includes information and facts, it also includes original intent, making it the absolute, objective standard by which reality is measured. The presence of truth brings clarity and understanding. Its absence leads to confusion and the presence of cognitive dissonance—holding contradictory ideas simultaneously.

Located in this same city of Philadelphia where I once preached as a young man is a perfect example of such a contradiction rising out of the abyss of the absence of truth. Hung in the heart of the City of Brotherly Love is the Liberty Bell. Originally cast to commemorate the fifty-year anniversary of William Penn’s Charter of Privileges, the quotation, “Proclaim Liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof,” was especially suited to the circumstances surrounding the intent of the Charter and its anniversary. That quotation from Leviticus 25:10 came immediately after the command, “Consecrate the fiftieth year.” It was followed by the statement, “It shall be a jubilee for you; each one of you is to return to his family property and each to his own clan.”

At this time in biblical history, according to this passage, all Jews who had been sold into slavery were set free (Leviticus 25:40–41). Not only was liberty a possibility in light of the Jubilee, but it was guaranteed. Liberty and the end of slavery were simultaneous realities, mutually dependent upon each other in relationship to the call for jubilee.

Yet at the time in America when the jubilee was inscribed on the side of the great bell, the liberty it announced had been aborted for many. Slavery continued with no foreseeable end, sanctioned not only by society but also by the church. Fifty years after William Penn’s famous charter, our nation’s bell proclaimed its own contradictory fifty-year jubilee, ringing out the bittersweet sounds of an emasculated freedom across the hilltops and prairies of our vast land.

The Breaking of the Bell

The Liberty Bell rang in celebration of momentous civic achievements or to summon people together for a special announcement. One of these achievements, according to tradition, was the first public reading of the Declaration of Independence on July 8, 1776. It is said that the sound of the Liberty Bell called out to citizens both far and near to join in this heraldic event. Rich and poor, well dressed and disheveled came together as a community to hear the words,


We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.



The Declaration’s truth rang deeply within those who heard it, echoing the resonant tones of the bell. For a moment in time, both the Declaration and the Bell proclaimed liberty together. Yet fissures, or cracks, in the bell, a reflection of fissures in the conscience of our land, raised the concern of those most closely working with it. Attempts were made to bore out the cracks before they developed into something more severe.

In 1846, in honor of George Washington’s birthday, the bell rang faithfully for hours until ultimately succumbing to the pressure put on the cracks. The Philadelphia Public Ledger reported that just after noon, the bell split widely on one side, rendering it unringable:


The old Independence Bell rang its last clear note on Monday last in honor of the birthday of Washington and now hangs in the great city steeple irreparably cracked and dumb. … It gave out clear notes and loud, and appeared to be in excellent condition until noon, when it received a sort of compound fracture in a zigzag direction through one of its sides which put it completely out of tune and left it a mere wreck of what it was.



In a city known for brotherly love, a compound fracture proclaimed otherwise. The jagged divide up the side of the symbol for equality and liberty could not be any more profound in its revelation of dualistic realities. There is a gap in the Liberty Bell, a missing point of connection preventing it from ringing clearly with the smooth tones of a complete union—of oneness.

Something is also missing in our nation today. The election of our first African-American president, and all that led up to it, reignited the discussion in our land on race relations and equality. What many thought would be racial healing in our land has only brought to light how deep the racial divide really is. Whether it is reflected in racially motivated acts of violence in the community or workplace or in political accusations between and within parties, racism has been reintroduced as an issue that simply hasn’t been resolved. Issues of race smolder beneath the news headlines of today in the areas of immigration reform, racial profiling, zoning issues, and educational disparity.

Yet beyond that, and what concerns me personally even more, is that something is missing in the church.

Like the problem with the bell, a compound fracture has zigzagged through the body of Christ, keeping us largely divided along racial and class lines. This division has existed for some time, and while attempts have been made to bore out the fissures through seminars, racial-reconciliation events, and well-intentioned efforts at creating experiences of oneness, we have a long way to go toward strengthening the areas that have cracks or filling in the gaps that loom between us.

Why This? Why Now?

In light of all that has been done and how far we have come, you may be asking, “Tony, why write this book? And why now?”

A battle is going on right now in our nation about the meaning of freedom. This battle concerns the role of the church. Often we are divided over politics. A battle between socialism and capitalism is seeking to divide our nation even further than it already is. The emergence of the New Black Panther Party as well as the rallying efforts of the Tea Party are heating up public debate today.

We, the church, have allowed these battles to divide people of faith even more deeply than before. We cannot afford this. Our nation cannot afford this. Our sons and daughters—whether black, white, or any other color—cannot afford this. We can no longer afford to sit idly by representing the body of Christ as a “mere wreck” of its divine design. The solutions to the issues we face today are found only by applying a biblical and divine standard as answers to the questions before us. The church should be a model, at such a time as this, to reveal to the world what true oneness, equality, and freedom can produce. Hell advances on the church’s doorsteps with fervent speed, and as long as we remain divided, it will continue to do so.

We can resist hell’s advances and take back our nation for Christ if we are willing to come together by first filling in our own gaps—gaps in our understanding, our knowledge of our unique histories, and our relationships—while simultaneously repairing our own fissures that lead to even greater divides.

Our songs ring mournfully flat when the bells on our churches remain cracked. Even so, we continue to belt out our songs with tremendous passion at times, perhaps in hopes that by singing them loudly enough we can somehow cover the silence between us. We sing emotion-filled lyrics designed to draw us together by reminding us that “we all bleed red” until we are blue in the face. But the truth is that when the song is over, we go our separate ways.

We go our separate ways because we have discovered that it takes more than a hug or a friendly “hello” to bridge the gap. While some of us have, many of us have not taken the necessary effort to get to know each other on a level of an authentic exchange. Without a basis of shared knowledge, purposes, and mutual respect, we cannot come together for any meaningful impact.

I read an interesting quote in a book the other day that highlighted the reality that many of us often don’t realize—authentic oneness comes as an outgrowth of shared lives, not simply through a cross-cultural experience here or there. The author’s words originally caught my attention as I stumbled across my own name, but then I saw that the point he was making summarized a common theme in American Christian culture today. He said, “I know many of my white friends and colleagues, both past and present, have at times grown irritated by the black community’s incessant blabbering about race and racism and racial reconciliation. They don’t understand what’s left for them to do or say. ‘We have African Americans and other people of color on our staff. We listen to Tony Evans’s broadcast every day. We even send our youth group into the city to do urban ministry. Can we get on with it already? Haven’t we done enough?’”1

With the racial divide still stretching wide for miles, we obviously haven’t done enough. Much of what has gone on under the designation of racial reconciliation and oneness in Christianity is nothing more than tolerance. To be certain, we have come a long way from slavery, Jim Crow laws of segregation, and other overt expressions of racial hatred. But tolerating each other does not mean we have reconciled. The two are not the same, as demonstrated by the fact that we remain relationally separated most of the time, only coming together for a scheduled event as opposed to living out a desire for ongoing mutual edification and implementation of a shared vision.

The proof that we still have a long way to go in the church today is that a collective cross-cultural presence is not having a restoring effect in our society. We are more concerned about achieving the American dream than we are about letting the rule of God remake segregated churches and denominations. In so doing, we have limited the degree to which the healing balm of God’s grace flows freely from us into our communities, and ultimately throughout our land. If what we call racial reconciliation is not transforming individuals, families, churches, and communities, then it is merely sociology with a little Jesus sprinkled on top.

Biblical racial reconciliation may be defined as addressing the sin that caused the divide for the purpose of bonding together across racial lines based on a shared commitment to Jesus Christ with the goal of service to others.

In a nation whose middle name is “Me” and where “time is money,” being intentional about relationships is required even when connecting with others in our own culture. The very structure of our society impedes many of us in our pursuit of making authentic connections. This is even more so when it comes to developing relationships with others in a different culture than our own. But oneness, as we will see through a careful study of Scripture, is worth the effort. This is because oneness is the preeminent vehicle through which God displays not only His power and His presence, but also His glory.

This book at this time is set forth not only as a biblical call to oneness, but also as an invitation to an extended handshake. It is my hand reaching out to my white brothers and sisters to say, “Hi, my name is Tony Evans. Let me introduce myself, and the history of my people, in a way that you may not have yet heard.” It is also my hand reaching out to my black brothers and sisters to say, “There is a lot more about you, and us, than you may have realized. And it is good.”

More than a discipleship book on reconciliation, the kingdom, and justice, this book serves as a much-needed compilation of the spiritual history and development of the black church and black evangelicalism, stories too long shelved in the attics of our collective minds. This history is shared in order to introduce truth to those in the African-American community who may not know the richness of our own heritage in a nation and in churches that have often turned a blind eye. It is also done to introduce this same truth to my white brothers and sisters so that their vision may be clear, and through seeing, they may realize the benefits that can be found when embracing what Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. called our “inescapable network of mutuality … [our] single garment of destiny.”

While many books have chronicled the history of blacks in America and black spirituality, and many other books have laid the foundation for oneness in the body of Christ, this book presents a holistic story proffering not only a bid for oneness, but also providing the necessary elements to begin to do so by filling in the gaps of black church history. The merging of a biblical foundation for oneness along with a sequential summary of Christianity within the African Diaspora combines to present a broader kingdom perspective on God’s view on race.

This perspective flows uniquely out of my personal situation of having been doubly influenced first by black culture through my intimate ties with black individual, family, church, and community life combined with the influence of white evangelicalism, having studied in its institutions and worked alongside its leaders. Weaving these two worlds together and placing them underneath the truth of Scripture has framed a distinctive lens through which to view racial oneness and biblical justice within the body of Christ.

If the truth is supposed to set us free and yet we are still not free from enormously destructive racial and class divisions in the church, then the truth is missing.

The result of this missing truth in our history and culture has kept segments of the black community looking to governmental systems for assistance rather than taking personal initiative. This lack of initiative often comes cradled in a victim mentality where racism is blamed for many more things than it should be.

This missing truth has also kept segments of the white community in bondage to a relational style based on stereotypical presumptions as well as a paternalistic expectation birthed in a spirit of entitlement. This prohibits many white Christians from adopting and benefiting from a learning posture underneath black Christians.

The effect is a stronghold on both groups, keeping pockets of society chained within a prescribed framework, creating pathologies that continue and are reinforced generationally.

This is why I have chosen to broaden the scope of this book beyond a discussion on race relations or oneness in our modern church, and have sought to return, as well, to the realm of what has brought us to where we are now by exploring our historical accounts. When a gap so wide exists in liberty, it is indicative that something is missing. That something, in this case, is the whole truth.

Gaps in Our Accounts

Secular history has often excluded the whole truth from its record of accounts. It has rewritten the annals of our foundation to offer a one-sided and limited view of the founding of our nation. Even though African-Americans were involved and present, as freed men and not only as slaves, in the critical junctures of the birthing of our land, our history books, mainstream movies, and often even our artistic renditions show little or no racial diversity. African-American heroes of such important battles such as the Battle of Bunker Hill are not only completely absent from mainstream historical accounts, but also, more recently, explained away out of paintings made by those who witnessed the battle firsthand.2

What this has done in the American psyche is elevate one group of people, white Americans, above all others. Not only does it disconnect African-Americans from any personal heritage to our nation, but it also offers an incomplete and inaccurate view of ourselves. An erroneous view of oneself, or a misguided view of another as is the case when whites are taught an anemic view of black achievement and involvement in our land and churches, leads to actions that perpetuate the illusion, on both sides.

Just over a year before the Liberty Bell rang out calling all to come hear the Declaration of Independence, a young Paul Revere took his well-known Midnight Ride. Few of us who have been raised under the tutelage of our country are unaware of this ride. Yet how many of us know that on the very same night, a black man, Wentworth Cheswell, the freed grandson of a slave, also rode a Midnight Ride?3 Cheswell was the first black judge elected, in 1768, a devoted husband, church member, father of thirteen children, and for forty-nine years he served our nation in some form of public office such as auditor, assessor, moderator, and “town father.”

Cheswell’s commission as messenger, given to him by the Committee of Safety, was the same as that given to Revere. Wentworth Cheswell rode north. Paul Revere rode west. Both had a part to play in the fight for the American Revolution. Cheswell’s alerting those in the north to make haste and organize themselves to head south for the imminent conflict with the British served our country just as well. Yet Wentworth Cheswell is virtually nowhere to be found in our historical accounts.

Likewise, as the Liberty Bell cracked, creating a gap on the day honoring George Washington, another gap exists in the retelling of the historic accomplishments of the general. This gap belongs to a man named James Armistead. The ending of the American Revolution with the victory at Yorktown and the capture of British General Charles Cornwallis, from a historical perspective, is attributed to General Washington and his troops.

Yet what has been often left out of the retelling of this event is that Washington was able to do what he did with as minimal loss in soldiers’ lives that he had—less than a miniscule 1 percent casualty rate—due to information supplied to him that had been acquired by James Armistead, a black man. At great personal risk, Armistead had posed as a runaway slave and pretended to be a British spy, all the while gaining the confidence of General Benedict Arnold and General Charles Cornwallis. The officers spoke freely in front of Armistead concerning their strategies. Armistead’s reports documented the movements of the British, giving General Washington all that he needed to bring about a swift end to the war, saving scores of American lives not only in the battle at Yorktown, but in future battles that did not have to be fought.

Similarly, the contributions of the black church have often been neglected or marginalized, thus hindering the oneness of the collective American church. Because much has been ignored, the oneness of the church has missed the opportunity to present a model of highest functionality that the world needs to see.

Social and Spiritual Realities

Although some have historical gaps of understanding that need to be filled, others simply have difficulties in reconciling their spiritual beliefs with social realities. My story reflects this difficulty. Yet, what is important to note is that while my story is my own, it is not mine alone. It is not unique to me. My story mirrors countless others still being written on the pages of African-American lives. Whether there exist generational, class, educational, denominational, or even theological differences between us, one unifying theme that binds the African-American story together is that we all wrestle with reconciling the social and spiritual contradictions prevalent in American Christianity.

Growing up in urban America in a Christian context during a time of racism, segregation, and an incomplete historical education, as referenced briefly just now, not only in the society but also in the church, served to remind me in many ways that I was a second-class citizen. It was frustrating, painful, and confusing. There were places that I couldn’t go and people with whom I couldn’t associate simply because of the color of my skin. In fact, I was even told that I could expect to only go so far in my life because that was the nature of my created being.

These experiences ripped a social and spiritual schism in my understanding that demanded to be resolved. Much like the gaping crack in the Liberty Bell representing a contradiction within realities—that of freedom for all in the midst of racism and segregation for some—I struggled to connect the social reality presented to me as that of being less than someone else with the spiritual reality of hearing that Jesus loved me so much that He died for me. I wrestled in an attempt to come to grips with whether or not I was required to accept this second-class rendering that I was hearing in so many different directions about who I was and why I was.

What I witnessed in the church only reinforced this conundrum concerning truth. Some of my professors in college and in seminary would either attend or pastor a segregated church while at the same time teach a theology on the oneness of the body of Christ. It forced me, and many others, to seek out an authentic understanding of biblical theology rooted and grounded in absolute truth. It forced me to dig deeply to discover what God had to say about the situation, rather than passively accept the contradiction.

Did God want me to give up my culture, background, and history in order to make it in a society that would not embrace me as I was? Or did He want me to see myself as He sees me—a child intentionally designed by His creative abilities whom He has positioned within two cultures?

Experiencing urban America at the height of the civil rights movement and the formation and implementation of black power and black theology has afforded me a perspective on race distinct to my own culture. However, studying theology for nine years in a white evangelical institution, as well as being the first African-American to be graduated with a Th. D. from there, has afforded me a keen view into the theological thinking of white Christians. Through both realms, I learned how to hone and apply exegetical skills in order to analyze the theology I was being taught.

My perspective for this book, then, and my perspective for all I do with regard to a kingdom agenda philosophy for ministry, flows out of this diverse locus. It is my attempt to tie reality to Scripture in such a way so as to emphasize the paradigm for how the Bible reveals that the church and society should address matters of race and social justice. In doing so, I speak not only to others in the church and society, but also to myself and those like me who have had to wrestle with reconciling the schisms between America’s social and spiritual actualities.

Seeing Clearly

As an evangelical, I am tightly tethered to Scripture as my final authority on all matters to which it speaks. And it speaks on all matters. I am committed to the thesis that there are two answers to every question—God’s answer and everyone else’s. And when they contradict each other, everyone else is wrong.

As an African-American, my vision was formed in the pragmatic reality of racial disparity that caused me to focus on questions about race, oneness, and justice in church history that many of my white counterparts did not have to address. This dualism forced me to read Scripture to shed light on these issues, leading me to the conclusions that are being put forward in this book. I had to look not only to the theology but also the practical application of that theology within the sitz im laben—or situation in life—for how that theology fleshes out.

White evangelicalism believed the right things concerning the oneness of the body of Christ, but throughout history it did not consistently apply this belief system in either the church or the culture. While there have always been individuals—a remnant such as the Quakers, the abolitionists, and the white freedom marchers, among others—in white culture who wanted to apply the right practice of this belief, they did not always have a paradigm through which to express it, nor do they always have that today. There has existed a dichotomy, making it difficult to implement the applicational truth of not only oneness, but also biblical justice. As Dr. Warren Wiersbe, renowned white Bible teacher and father to many in the ministry, acknowledged, this roadblock often led to an ignoring of these and like issues in the white church. He wrote,


We are handicapped in the white church. If I preached Jesus’ first sermon (Luke 4:14–30) and gave it the social emphasis that He gave, our church has no vehicle for doing anything about the problem. People would respond in one of two ways: 1) “This preacher is off-base, so let’s get rid of him,” or 2) “I’ve never seen it quite that way, but what do I do next?” For the most part, our white churches don’t have the instruments, the organizational structure, to get involved in social action. Our usual solution is to put some inner-city organization into the budget or maybe to collect and distribute used clothing. … When it comes to racial issues, many white churches will participate in any number of symbolic activities, but they’re hesitant when you ask them to get involved in sacrificial services in the trenches.4



Although difficulties and challenges exist, their presence should never be the criteria for whether we give up or keep trying. Views of theology formulated through the lens of any culture will not only produce a myopic view, but also the resultant effects of an inability to carry out the true teaching in Scripture. This inability not only affects those who would be the recipients of the ministry outreaches, but it also affects those doing the ministry because it limits God’s involvement in what is being done. Only when truth is the absolute standard by which thoughts and actions are aligned will we experience the full manifestation of God’s glory, purposes, and plans in the body of Christ. Maintaining an informational view of theology while neglecting a holistic view of God’s kingdom aborts any real opportunity for application.

I will talk more about him later in the book, but my father had an early impact on me in my teenage years to point me to the truth. I grew up just a few hours away from our nation’s Liberty Bell that so proudly proclaimed “Liberty … unto all.” Yet, when I would go to a fast-food restaurant, I was denied the freedom to eat in a public dining room because I was black. The restaurant was pleased to take my money at the take-out window, but eating in was definitely out.

Though I didn’t fully understand it at the time, the contradiction between proclaiming liberty while simultaneously denying it sought to shape my mind. Thank God for my father who knew what I was facing and who made a polemic effort to counteract the lie. “Son,” he would say, “you’re a child of the King. If they don’t want royal blood in their restaurant, then don’t go in there.”

My earthly father pointed me to the truth of my heavenly Father.

As I grew older and looked more closely at the Bible and at Jesus, the Christ, who had come, I discovered something awesome. I discovered that His love for me repositioned me above the class that I had been given by other men. Embracing this truth all of a sudden made what men thought and how men felt about me irrelevant because now I was seated with Christ in a very high place. He gave me recognition, significance, and value, causing me to be fully proud of His creation in me so as not to allow others to denigrate me by how they defined me—or even to make me think more highly of myself than I ought to think—because now I had truth as my reference point.

This book is my attempt to put on paper this reference point, detailing how it applies to both blacks and whites with regard to oneness in the body of Christ. Our unity can then serve as a template for bringing about comprehensive unity for other racial groups in our land. Because until we see ourselves, and each other, as God sees us, and respond with an intentional embracing of His mandate of oneness, we will forever ring flat in a world that longs to hear the liberating cadence of truth.
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Chapter 2
BRIDGING
THE DIVIDE

Every two years nations around the globe send their strongest, most elite athletes to compete against others at what is known as the Olympics. Individual athletes, who are at the top of their game in their particular skill or event, go head to head with the world’s best. On display for the world to see are their individual prowess, their individual determination, their individual commitment, and their individual abilities.

Yet when the gold medalist stands on the platform, he or she is not asked, “What is your favorite song?” The winning athlete does not get to choose which song will be played as the flag is raised. Instead, the national anthem for whatever nation the individual represents plays loudly. This is done because it is understood that while the individual was the one who sacrificed, practiced, and competed, he or she represents something much larger. The athlete is just one of many who make up a nation that operates underneath the covering of the same song.

Growing up in America, we were regularly reminded to whom we belonged each time we said the pledge of allegiance or participated in the singing of our national anthem in school or before sporting or civic events. It was clear that our country did not want us to forget that we are Americans. We recited the pledge day in and day out, allowing it to sink in, enabling each one of us to fully understand that no matter who we were, or what our background was, our history, gender, culture, or color, we belonged to this kingdom called the United States of America.

Even though the pledge had nothing directly to do with what was going on at that particular event or in the classroom, America wanted us to know that it was only going on, and we were only able to participate in it, because we belonged to its kingdom.

The Kingdom Agenda

The foundational philosophy behind all I do, write, teach, or preach is the kingdom agenda. The kingdom agenda is the visible manifestation of the comprehensive rule of God over every area of life.1 It is a reminder that we, as followers of Jesus Christ, belong to another realm, our allegiance is in another order, and no matter where we live, work, or travel, we are citizens of God’s kingdom.

A story is told about a man who needed to get his shoe repaired. He rushed to the shoe repair shop only to arrive there at exactly 5:00 p. m. Scanning the parking lot, he noticed that it was empty, indicating that, apparently, there was no one around. Knowing he wouldn’t have another opportunity to go to the shop for some time, he headed to the door to see if, by chance, it was still open.

To his surprise, the shoe repairman was there.

“I didn’t think anyone was here,” the man said, relieved.

“You came just in time,” the shoe repairman replied. “I was almost ready to go home.”

Remembering the empty parking lot, the man asked, “How are you going to go home? I didn’t see any cars.”

“Oh, that’s easy,” the repairman said. “Do you see those stairs over there?”

He pointed to the corner of the shop. The man looked and noticed the stairs. He nodded.

“I live up there,” the shoe repairman said. “I just work down here.”

We Live Up There

You and I, as brothers and sisters in Christ, live up there too. “Our citizenship is in heaven” (Philippians 3:20a). That’s our home. That’s the kingdom to which we belong. We just work down here. Understanding this key spiritual truth is fundamental to all we do on earth.

The kingdoms of this world would have us forget where our home is and lead us to believe that where we work is also where we live. But we, as members of the body of Christ, get our instructions and directions from another realm—from another King who is heading up another kingdom. And as is the case in every kingdom, the King rules.

Briefly, before we dive into our look at oneness, let’s touch on the kingdom and its relationship to earth as seen through the Lord’s Prayer. I’ll go deeper into an examination of the kingdom in the last section of this book, but let’s set the table now with Jesus’ prayer, a portion of which says:


“Your kingdom come
Your will be done,
On earth as it is in heaven.” (Matthew 6:10)



In the words of Jesus, an understanding of God’s will as it appears in heaven is the criterion for having God’s will done on earth through the establishing of the Messianic kingdom. We know this because the Lord’s Prayer has been given to us in Scripture as a pattern for prayer rather than as one designed for recitation. The original Greek term used in the book of Matthew encourages all believers to literally pray “in a similar manner.”

Therefore, to pray “in a similar manner” that God’s “will be done on earth as it is in heaven” is to pray that the principles of His heavenly kingdom be reflected in the contemporary rule of God on earth. To reflect God’s principles on earth can only be done when we fully understand and apply these principles. Psalm 89:14 offers insight into the core of God’s kingdom principles: “Righteousness and justice are the foundation of Your throne; lovingkindness and truth go before You.”

Since these, and a number of other principles that we will examine later dealing with God’s righteous rule in social spheres, are underscored with oneness rooted in personal dignity, we ought to pray and seek the same end. This is because knowing, understanding, and applying God’s comprehensive rule in our lives are essential to experiencing all that God has in store for us while on earth, as well as when we get to heaven.

Submission to God’s kingdom rule opens up the flow of heaven’s involvement in our lives on earth. Far too many of us are satisfied with the part of Christianity that takes us to heaven, but not the part that brings a bit of heaven down to earth. But in order to bring to earth what “is in heaven,” God’s will must be done. Jesus’ prayer reflects this as well as reflecting His primary purpose while on earth, which was to be solely about His Father’s business (see Luke 2:49). Since Christ is our example, we should be about the same.

The Business of Oneness

One of the elements of God’s rule and His “business” is His heart for oneness, also known as unity. Unity can be defined in its simplest of terms as oneness of purpose. It is working together in harmony toward a shared vision and goal.

Unity is not uniformity, nor is it sameness. Just as the Godhead is made up of three distinct Persons—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—each unique in personhood and yet at the same time one in essence, unity reflects a oneness that does not negate individuality. Unity does not mean everyone needs to be like everyone else. God’s creative variety is replete displaying itself through a humanity crafted in different shapes, colors, and styles. Each of us, in one form or another, is unique. Unity occurs when we combine our unique differences together as we head toward a common goal. It is the sense that the thing that we are gathered for and moving toward is bigger than our own individual preferences.

Through the establishment of the church along with His overarching rulership above it, God has created a reflection of His kingdom in heaven on earth. He has reconciled racially divided groups into one new man (Ephesians 2:14–15), uniting them into a new body (Ephesians 2:16) so that the church can function in unity (Ephesians 4:13). The church is the place where racial, gender, and class distinctions are no longer to be divisive because of our unity in Christ (Galatians 3:28). This does not negate differences that remain intact—oneness simply means that those differences are embraced. Joining our unique strengths together, we add strength to strength, making a more complete and balanced whole based on our mutual relationship with and commitment to Christ.

So important is the issue of oneness in the church that we are told to look out for people who seek to undermine it (Romans 16:17). In fact, God promised to judge those who divide His church (1 Corinthians 3:17). This is because the church is to reflect the values of the kingdom of God to a world in desperate need of experiencing Him.

The church is the only authentic cross-racial, cross-cultural, and cross-generational basis for oneness in existence. It is the only institution on earth obligated to live under God’s authority while enabled to do so through His Spirit. In 1 Corinthians 12:12–13, Paul wrote:


For even as the body is one and yet has many members, and all the members of the body, though they are many, are one body, so also is Christ. For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. (italics added)



The baptism of the Spirit at the moment of salvation, the act whereby God places us into the body of Christ, secures the oneness God wants us to have. This inimitable work of the Spirit positions us under the rule of God. The Greek word for baptism used in the Bible means identification. It was used of a cloth maker dipping cloth into dye so that the cloth would take on the color of the dye. The cloth was then said to be baptized, or identified, with the dye.

When we got saved, we were baptized into the body of Christ. We are now identified with a new family, having been placed into a new spiritual environment while still on earth. No matter what our race, gender, or class, when we came to Jesus Christ we entered into God’s oneness because we came under His authority.

That is why Ephesians 4:3 says that we are to “preserve the unity of the Spirit.” The Scripture uses the term preserve, indicating that we don’t create unity. Authentic unity, then, cannot be mandated or manufactured. This is so because God desires that His standards alone serve as the basis, criteria, and foundation for oneness. It is also why He thwarts attempts at unity that ignore or exclude Him (Genesis 11:1–9). The Spirit created unity when we were saved. Our job is to find out what the Spirit has already done so that we can live, walk in, and embrace that reality.

The reason we haven’t solved the race problem in America after hundreds of years is that people apart from God are trying to create unity, while people under God who already have unity are not living out the unity we possess. The result of both of these conditions is disastrous for America. Our failure to find cultural unity as a nation is directly related to the church’s failure to preserve our spiritual unity. The church has already been given unity because we’ve been made part of the same family. An interesting point to note about family is that you don’t have to get family to be family. A family already is a family. But sometimes you do have to get family to act like family. In the family of God, this is done through the presence and power of the Holy Spirit.

A perfect example of spiritual unity came on the Day of Pentecost when God’s people spoke with other tongues (Acts 2:4). When the Holy Spirit showed up, people spoke in languages they didn’t know so that people from a variety of backgrounds could unite under the cross of Jesus Christ. The people who heard the apostles speak on the Day of Pentecost were from all over the world, representing at least sixteen different geographical areas, racial categories, or ethnic groups (Acts 2:8–11). But in spite of the great diversity, they found true oneness in the presence of the Holy Spirit.

Spiritual oneness always and only comes to those who are under God’s authority because in that reality He enables them with the power of His Spirit.

Broken Oneness

Our nation has made great strides over the last several decades in attempting to bring people together across racial lines. I was able to witness this recently firsthand. Joining hundreds of thousands of my closest friends in Washington D. C. the week of the Forty-fourth Presidential Inauguration was a surreal experience for me. Even as a child growing up in the racially divided city of Baltimore in the 1950s and ’60s, I thought that one day there would be an African-American President of the United States. The anticipation, for me, was always there.

Yet to literally and physically see the dreams of generations coming true before my own eyes was deeply gratifying. No matter what your political views or for whom you voted, the election of President Obama was a symbolic representation of the ultimate prize of progress in a nation that had been historically divided. But like the zigzag crack in the Liberty Bell, a great divide still remains. This divide exists especially in the body of Christ, offering the world an anemic reflection of the heart of our Christianity. We have a long way to go toward achieving authentic spiritual unity.

I will talk more about how we can be intentional about our pursuit of oneness at the end of this book as I lay out a vision for transforming our nation’s communities and restoring hope to all who need it. But it begins through removing the lens of our own fleshly worldview, our culture’s worldview, and even our denomination’s worldview, and replacing it with a biblical worldview. If we want heaven to visit history like what happened in the book of Acts, we have no other choice but to adopt and apply a biblical worldview, God’s kingdom perspective, on race. We must view humanity through the lens of Scripture, seeing each other, as well as ourselves, as God sees us.

For some reading this book that will mean a clearer image of who you are as an African-American—your exceptional place in both biblical and world history, accomplishments, traditions, and spirituality. For others, this book will open your eyes to see your black brothers and sisters in Christ for who we truly are rather than for how a nation birthed in racial injustice has sought to define us.

As I mentioned earlier, the swearing in of the first African-American President of the United States was a historical and meaningful moment. However, as time quickly showed, what was thought to be an answer to a problem only revealed how deep the problem really is. While cultures initially united to bring about the election, a renewed polarization formed afterward as divisions revealed themselves once again.

Rather than bringing our nation together across racial lines, it has catapulted the issue of race into the arena of national decision, leading many to either support or oppose initiatives based on racial identification rather than on the policies themselves. Whether you are a Democrat, a Republican, or an Independent, the election of President Obama has reintroduced the issue of race, placing it front and center in our nation today. It is tearing at the heart of our culture and, unfortunately, it is tearing at the heart of our churches as well.

Admittedly, much has happened to mend the brokenness between the races in our churches over the last several decades, for which we should be grateful. I can distinctly remember how far we have come as it was only in 1969 that I was told by the leadership of a large Southern Baptist church in Atlanta that I wasn’t welcome to worship there. However, in 2010, I addressed well over ten thousand Southern Baptist pastors at the SBC annual Pastors’ Convention as a keynote speaker, being sure to emphasize oneness among the races.

In 1974, my wife, Lois, and I were informed in no uncertain terms that we were not welcome in a prominent Bible church in Dallas, pastored, by the way, by one of my seminary professors. Now I am routinely invited to Bible churches all over America to teach on theology and racial reconciliation. In 1985, a number of major Christian radio station managers told me that there was little place for blacks in the general Christian broadcast media because our presence would offend their white listeners. Today, my radio broadcast The Alternative with Dr. Tony Evans airs on more than six hundred radio stations daily in our nation.

I regularly get calls from church leaders across the country, both black and white, telling me of the racial tensions in their community and division among their churches. Our national ministry, Tony Evans Ministries (formerly The Urban Alternative), is frequently called upon to work with individual churches as well as groups of churches on how to help them address the lack of oneness they often experience. As I mentioned earlier, this has led to the casting of a national vision for reaching our communities in such a way as to ensure a significant and lasting transformation. I will talk more about this in the final section.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was right, “We must all learn to live together as brothers or we will perish together as fools.”2 The Civil War offers us the perfect visual representation of how this truth played out, in that hundreds of thousands of innocent lives were lost due to the absence of the practice of biblical oneness.

One day a black man and a white man were traveling in a car together and arguing about what color God is. The black man said, “With all that soul, God has got to be black.”

The white man said, “But God is so efficient. That means He’s got to be white.”

The two men continued arguing and as they did, they lost track of where they were on the road and crashed. Both men died.

When they entered heaven, St. Peter greeted them at the gate. He asked them what was the first thing that he could do for them now that they were in heaven. The men answered without a second thought, “That’s easy because how we got here was by arguing about what color God is. So tell us—is God black or is He white?”

St. Peter said they could see for themselves. He took the men down to the throne room and walked them in. Both men were shocked when they entered the throne room and God said, “Buenos Dias, Señores.”

God’s kingdom includes people from all races and cultures. Spiritual oneness can only be accomplished when we expand our view of God’s creation to see each other more intimately and clearly than our often limited exposure and understanding allows us to.

Due to the unique history of relationship between African-Americans and Anglos in our nation, and drawing from my own personal experience, this book focuses on this specific broken arena of racial understanding and oneness. The two most prominent cultures expressing disunity within Christianity in America today are whites and blacks. This being so, I have decided to engage a discussion on oneness in the body of Christ through a bridging of these two groups. However, I want to encourage you to also explore the great variety of family that our Father has created in Native American, Hispanic, Asian, Middle Eastern, and other ethnicities throughout your life and beyond these pages.

Satan spends most of his time trying to divide us in the body of Christ. Why? Because he knows that God’s power and glory are both accessed and magnified through unity. He is not spending his time trying to make the world wicked, because he doesn’t have to help the world to be wicked. The world is born in wickedness and division. Satan just has to let the world do its natural thing and individuals will divide, fight, and oppress each other. If Satan can keep Christians ineffective due to a lack of cooperation and mutual edification, he will prevent the church from providing a model of the kingdom of God as an alternative to its chaos.

If someone is an alcoholic, it is probably not a good idea for you to listen to that person on how to stop drinking. If the church is divided, Satan hinders our witness on the transforming and unifying power of God.

The Benefits of Oneness

Oneness brings with it many benefits. One is power. In fact, we see that even God recognizes how powerful oneness is when we read in Genesis 11 about the time when all of the people on the earth used the same language. They gathered together and decided to build a city whose tower would reach into heaven.

God’s response to what they were doing is recorded for us. He says, “Behold, they are one people, and they all have the same language. And this is what they began to do, and now nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them” (Genesis 11:6). God then confused their language and scattered them over the whole earth because He knew that oneness is powerful. Nothing expresses the principle of the power of oneness as much as this incident at Babel, because if God recognizes its power and importance in history when embraced among unbelievers operating in rebellion against Him, then how much more important and powerful is it for us?

Another benefit of oneness is that it glorifies God like nothing else because it reflects His image through His triune nature like nothing else. This truth comes through clearly in Jesus’ prayer, commonly referred to as Jesus’ high priestly prayer, shortly before He was arrested and crucified. He prayed,


I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. (John 17:20–23 NIV, italics added)



Jesus Christ placed a tremendous emphasis on His desire for us to be one as His followers just hours before He would lay down His life for us. This isn’t something that He is asking us to do only during “Unity Month” or on “Special Oneness Sunday.” This is a mandate from our Commander in Chief that we be one with Him (vertically) and, as a result, one with each other (horizontally).

A benefit of living a life of oneness, as we have just seen in this passage, is letting the world know about the King under whom we serve. Oneness brings glory to God by moving us into the atmosphere where we can experience God’s response in such a way that He manifests His glory most fully in history. All of the praying, preaching, worship, or Bible studies in the world can never bring about the fullest possible manifestation of God’s presence like functioning in a spirit of oneness in the body of Christ. This is precisely why the subject found its place as the core of Jesus’ high priestly prayer. It was the core because it uniquely reveals God’s glory unlike anything else. It does this while at the same time revealing an authentic connection between one another in the body of Christ, which serves as a testimony of our connection with Christ. Jesus says, “By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35).

An additional benefit of oneness is found in the Old Testament passage penned by David,


Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brothers to dwell together in unity! It is like the precious oil upon the head, coming down upon the beard, even Aaron’s beard, coming down upon the edge of his robes. It is like the dew of Hermon coming down upon the mountains of Zion; for there the Lord commanded the blessing—life forever. (Psalm 133:1–3)



Unity is where the blessing of God rests, coming down from heaven to flow from the head to the body, and even reaching as far as the mountains of Zion. In other words, it covers everything. The reverse is also true: Where there is disunity, there is limited blessing. We cannot operate in disunity and expect the full manifestation and continuation of God’s blessing in our lives. We cannot operate in disunity and expect to hear from heaven, or expect God to answer our prayers in the way that both we and He long for Him to do. Disunity—or an existence of separatism, from a spiritual perspective—is essentially at its core self-defeating and self-limiting because it reduces the movement of God’s favor and blessings.

Jesus made it clear that a house divided against itself cannot stand. Whether it is your house, the church house, or the White House—division leads to destruction (Matthew 12:25). Not only that, but a spirit of dishonor can lead to this same destruction (1 Corinthians 12:22–26). Honor promotes unity while dishonor promotes division. Dishonor is not the same thing as disagreeing. A person can disagree with another person but do it in an honorable fashion. However, when dishonor is given to someone of a particular racial, social, or class background that has a history of the same, it negates attempts at unity.

What many conservative Christians fail to realize in a modern day example is that when our first black president, Barack Obama, is dishonored either through caricatures, name-calling, or disrespectful talk by white Americans, it merely creates a greater chasm between the races. This is because the attack is not merely viewed as an assessment of the man, but of the race he is publicly identified with and that identifies with him—a race that does not have a heritage established of receiving consistent public honor or respect in our land. To disagree with policy or procedure is a right of every American, but as a believer, any disagreement ought to be framed in a spirit of respect and honor for the position and the person in question. Otherwise, disunity is bred. However, when we live and work in oneness, God is invited to manifest Himself in ways we could only imagine.

Going deeper into Acts 2, we see the manifestation when the Holy Spirit moved like a “violent rushing wind” and “filled the whole house where they were” (Acts 2:2), in the midst of the oneness of the believers on the Day of Pentecost. At the end of the second chapter, the presence and product of oneness is emphasized as we read, “Everyone kept feeling a sense of awe; and many wonders and signs were taking place through the apostles. And all those who had believed were together and had all things in common” (Acts 2:43–44). Signs and wonders took place when they were “together” and “had all things in common.” God manifested Himself when they were one.

What made this place and this period in time so electric was that the Spirit of God had taken over. The miracles that happened did not happen because the individuals had the best program, the best technology, or the biggest buildings in which to meet. They didn’t have any of that. In fact, they barely had any income. No one among them had notoriety, a wall-full of academic achievements, or charisma. They were simply common people bonded together by a common purpose across racial, class, and gender lines, thus receiving the Spirit’s flow among them.

When they were one, God poured His blessing from heaven into history. God chose to do things that He would not otherwise have done if His people had not been one. Conversely, remaining in an environment of intellectual, spiritual, or social separatism limits the involvement of God’s blessings in our personal life, family life, churches, and communities.

The Bridge of Oneness

Achieving God’s mandate of oneness is not as simple as reading a book about it. Just as a husband and wife must give up a lot to gain the oneness that marriage offers, so the races must be willing to pay the price of spiritual oneness. Both sides must be willing to experience the potential rejection of friends and relatives, whether Christians or non-Christians, who are not willing to accept that spiritual family relationships transcend physical, cultural, and racial relationships. This is what Jesus meant when He said, “Whoever does the will of My Father who is in heaven, he is My brother and sister and mother” (Matthew 12:50, italics added).

Pastors and spiritual leaders must actively remind our congregations of Ephesians 2:14–22:


For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall, by abolishing in His flesh the enmity, which is the Law of commandments contained in ordinances, so that in Himself He might make the two into one new man, thus establishing peace, and might reconcile them both in one body to God through the cross, by it having put to death the enmity. And He came and preached peace to you who were far away, and peace to those who were near; for through Him we both have our access in one Spirit to the Father. So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household, having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the corner stone, in whom the whole building, being fitted together, is growing into a holy temple in the Lord, in whom you also are being built together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit. (italics added)



This passage makes the issue of oneness first and foremost theological, and not simply social. Jesus Christ died so that we might be unified as “one new man” in “one body” having access to God in “one Spirit.” The absence of the oneness that Jesus died to bring hinders God’s involvement and work in the church because the Holy Spirit occupies the church, and His work is directly tied to our unity.

Important as preaching is, it is not enough. Important as teaching and cultural-awareness seminars are, they are not enough. Important as books such as this one can be, they are not enough. The church must follow up with practical opportunities for bridging the cultural divide through mutual acts of service. The time has come to take an active role in inviting not only God’s favor but also His blessing into our churches and lives through the intentional pursuit of oneness in the body of Christ. That is why I have purposefully cast a strategy for oneness at the end of this book. Nothing will bond people together more than working toward a common goal.

I go into greater detail about this and other ways of intentionally embracing oneness in the final chapter because while information is a necessary element, it is only the start. Transformation is the revelation that the information has taken root. It is high time for a transformation in the body of Christ.

It is high time to rip off the tainted lenses of tradition in order to see each other, and ourselves, for who we truly are … valuable members of one another made in the exquisite image of our God. Only then can the church accurately reflect its spiritual content in this age in such a way that the world can clearly see an alternative to the brokenness of our current state. Having seen this alternative and responded to it, individuals, families, and communities will then be placed in the sphere where they too can experience a bit of heaven on earth until the fullness of heaven comes to earth.

So many individuals today live segmented, compartmentalized lives because they lack implementation of God’s kingdom worldview and subsequently lack His blessings. Families disintegrate because they exist for their own satisfaction rather than for the kingdom. Churches are limited in the scope of their impact because they fail to comprehend that the goal of the church is not the church itself, but the kingdom. Communities have nowhere to turn to find real solutions for real people who have real problems because the church has become divided and ingrown, making it unable to significantly transform the cultural landscape. When God, and His rule, is no longer the final and authoritative standard under which all else falls, hope exits with Him.

But the reverse of that is true as well: As long as there is God, there is hope. He’s the only one you or I can truly bank on. As long as God is still in the picture, and as long as His agenda is still on the table, it’s not over. As long as God, and His rule, is still present in our lives, our families, our churches and communities, there is hope. But in a world where everyone is divided around their own cultural ideas, we end up losing the very thing that can carry us through each day: hope. When truth loses meaning, we cannot be sure about anything. This makes it difficult to find hope since truth, ultimately, is the centerpiece of hope.

I live in Dallas, Texas, and in Dallas there is a loop that I take when I want to get somewhere on the other side of the city but don’t necessarily want to head straight through downtown. This loop will take me close enough to the city so that I can see its towering buildings and skyline, but not close enough to actually experience it.

This is precisely what we, as a culture, have done with God regarding oneness in the body of Christ. We have put God on the “loop” of our lives. He is close enough to be at hand should we need His call for oneness in a national emergency like 9/11 or the aftereffects of a lady named Katrina, but far enough away that He can’t be the centerpiece of who we are each and every day. Therefore, He will not bring hope or deliverance.

It doesn’t take much more than a cursory glance around our society today to realize that our world is in desperate need of hope. Our communities need hope. Our churches need hope. Our families need hope. We need hope. Without God’s truth as the centerpiece in all that we do and say, we will forever lack hope. We will continue to exist biding our time rather than experiencing the fullness of a life, family, church, and community pregnant with the sublime.

Notes

1. For an in-depth look at the philosophy and theology of the kingdom agenda, see the author’s book by the same name, The Kingdom Agenda (Chicago: Moody, 2006).

2. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Western Michigan University Speech Archives, 1963.


Chapter 3
BIBLICAL MODELS
OF ONENESS

In the beginning, God created a man. Within the seed of that man rested all of the components, DNA, and characteristic trademarks of all people today. In the beginning, we were one. Scripture tells us in the book of Acts, “He made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth” (Acts 17:26). Thus, sharing a common origin in Adam, any form of division or oppression predicated on race is illegitimate, because we all emanate from the same source.

Racial subjugation in our society as well as in the church came about as a result of a divergence from this key biblical truth. It was not only supported by errant theology, but it was also reinforced by pseudoscience, which was called upon to justify slavery by purporting that people in the black race were inferior to those in the white. When theology joined hands with science, this created a double problem in the church by giving both religious and scientific support to the dehumanization, and dividing, process. Only with a return to biblical truth as our overarching standard by which all else is measured will an accurate view of oneness be seen and actualized.

A major obstacle to overcome in understanding and engaging in oneness, though, is the question of who’s in charge: the Bible, science, or one’s culture? This leads to a multiplicity of issues, one of which is the hindrance that is caused when authority is given to cultural diversity over biblical truth.

For example, some African-American Christians so amalgamate the tenets of black culture with their faith that they frequently fail to make the necessary distinction between the two when it comes to critiquing ourselves. Many times racial hindrances are blamed for blocking forward progress either academically or vocationally. While these hindrances should be acknowledged and addressed, we must also take responsibility for ourselves, in spite of obvious hindrances, to find a way to execute at the level that we should in order to overcome them.

Conversely, Anglos will often leave the Bible when it is culturally convenient to do so in order to protect their traditions. This is seen most clearly in the sacred cow of interracial dating and marriage. When the issue comes up, the argument of culture comes up as well. Questions such as: What about the kids? and What will the relatives think? surface much quicker than questions of what the Bible says.

An Apostle’s Bad Example

The problem with both of the previous perspectives is the failure to recognize biblical authority when it clashes with cultural or racial presuppositions. This problem is in no way unique to the contemporary black/white racial landscape as it is equally evident in the world of the New Testament. Galatians 2 records one such incident. This particular illustration is graphic because it involved apostolic leaders, the highest authorities in the first-century church.

Peter was a committed Jew. He loved his people and carried a deep burden for their salvation. God, however, expanded his horizon by giving him the experience of seeing a vision in which God told him to eat the animals on a great sheet, in direct violation of the Hebrew dietary laws. God used this image to tell Peter that he was to repeat the very same work among the Gentiles that was being done among the Jews (Acts 10:11–29). Peter accepted that revelation and seemed to understand it.

The apostle Paul, however, records a confrontation with Peter that revealed old prejudices do not die easily. One day we see Peter had discovered that the Gentiles could cook, among other things. He had joined them for some good old-fashioned food and fellowship. During this time of cross-cultural finger-licking and fraternizing across the railroad tracks, in walked Jewish Christians who had not yet come to grips with their anti-Gentile racism. They put Peter on the spot, telling him to either hand his plate back to the Gentile Christians and walk away or stay over there on his own. Peter walked away, leaving the Gentiles he had just gotten to know. Scripture tells us that Peter’s hypocrisy even caused Barnabas, the encourager, to stumble (Galatians 2:13). That’s how bad this sin of racial prejudice is. It will make good men—men like Barnabas who was known for encouraging others—bad. A mist in the pulpit is a fog in the pew.

Having caved in to the pressure, Peter failed the test. He had left the Gentiles in order to not offend the Jews. In deference to the cultural pressure of his own race, he discredited the message of the gospel that God had so graphically conveyed to him in the home of Cornelius.

There was only one problem: Paul saw it. Paul was equally committed to his Jewish history, culture, and people, yet he publicly excoriated Peter’s non-Christian action, saying that Peter was “not straightforward about the truth of the gospel” (Galatians 2:14). The key point is truth. An objective standard transcended Peter’s cultural commitment. The fact that even an apostle could not get away with such an action is very instructional and should not be marginalized in its importance and contemporary application. No one is excused for placing culture above Christ, or race above righteousness. God’s standard reigns supreme, and cultural preferences are to be denounced publicly when a Christian fails to submit to God’s standard. Scripture, and only the Scripture, is the final authority by which racial relationships are determined.

Paul did what he needed to do. He didn’t hold a meeting. He didn’t conduct a sensitivity seminar. He didn’t say, “Hey, can’t we all just get along?” Nor did he offer Peter a ten-week Bible study. Paul said, “Peter, you are messing with the gospel. Stop it. Don’t mess with the gospel.”

A study on oneness in samaria

One of the most informative and poignant teachings from the Scripture regarding culture, truth, and oneness is the story of Jesus’ encounter with the woman of Samaria in John chapter 4. This story gives us two overriding principles that are needed to establish true spiritual oneness.

In 722 BC, the Jews living in the Northern Kingdom were taken captive by the Assyrians. An interracial exchange followed. Some Jews were deported to Assyria, and some Assyrians were imported into the Northern Kingdom. The Jews who remained did not entirely relinquish their true worship of God, despite the introduction of Assyrian cults. Intermarriage, however, destroyed the purity of the race, giving birth to a new ethnic group of people called Samaritans.

During the Persian period, the Jews were allowed to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple and the walls. This attempt was resisted by the Samaritans, who were now a mixed race of Assyrians and Israelites and did not want to see the city of Jerusalem successfully rebuilt because of their racial hatred of the Jews (Nehemiah 2:19; 4:1; 6:1–6). The Jews, meanwhile, desired to maintain the purity of the Jewish race and thus would not allow the Samaritans to participate in the rebuilding process (Nehemiah 2:10; 6:14). A feud developed that continued into Christ’s day and served as the historical backdrop to the confrontation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman.

When Jesus traveled with His disciples through Samaria, He was not merely taking a shorter route. He was on a mission to meet needs that He knew existed there. It is important to note that Jesus was intentional about His route through Samaria. The fact that He entered Samaria made it clear that He was willing to go beyond His own culture to meet others’ needs. However, overcoming the cultural prejudice of the Samaritans was another issue. Jesus was willing to make the first move, but how could He get the Samaritans to give Him the chance to connect with them? The solution was to recognize common ground, which is the first principle for biblical oneness.

Recognize Common Ground

In Samaria, Jesus rested at Jacob’s well (John 4:6). A well offered water and shade, and it was a natural place for a hot, tired man to stop. But Jesus chose this particular well because both the Jews and Samaritans loved Jacob, who was the father of both groups. Jesus was looking for common ground so He stopped at Jacob’s well and built a bridge of communication by starting with what He and the Samaritan woman could agree on.

Jesus had rejected the attitudes of His contemporaries in His willingness to go through Samaria from Judea to Galilee, something no good, orthodox Jew would do. This is why in John 4:9 the Samaritan woman asked him, “How is it that You, being a Jew, ask me for a drink since I am a Samaritan woman?” The text tells us, “For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.”

Shocked at Jesus’ request, she could not believe that He was asking her, a woman of Samaria, to let Him use her cup. To put His Jewish lips on her Samaritan cup was an intimate act of fellowship and warm acceptance. It was something that wasn’t done in this woman’s neighborhood. Not only was this an action that signified a willingness for fellowship, but it was also an action that gave the woman value. Jesus was letting her know that He had a need, and that she was in a position to meet that need. He esteemed her with value by placing Himself in a position that acknowledged that she possessed the ability to help Him.

But how did the woman know that Jesus was a Jew? John, the author, does not say that Jesus told her that He was a Jew. So there must have been something about Him that made her know. It could be that He looked like a Jew, or perhaps He had a Jewish accent or some other trait that gave a public indication of His racial and cultural heritage.

Whatever it was, when Jesus Christ went through Samaria, He did not give up His own culture. He did not stop being a Jew to reach a Samaritan, but neither did He allow His culture to prevent Him from connecting with her or meeting a spiritual need in her. While remaining culturally competent, He maintained His unique cultural identity. He just didn’t let who He was stop Him from being what He was called to be.

In other words, Jesus didn’t let His history, culture, race, and background get in the way of ministering to a woman who had a spiritual need and who would meet him on common ground. Likewise, Jesus allowed the woman to retain her history, culture, and experiences as a Samaritan.

One of our problems today is that we have not allowed the freedom for healthy integration in a context of mutual diversification. We hold so tightly to our preferences either out of protection or pride that we often end up alienating anyone from another cultural background who seeks to join us. Or, conversely, when we seek to enter another cultural group, we shed our own distinctions in an effort to try to become something we were never made to be. This stalls the forward progress of God’s kingdom purposes, restraining the kingdom of God from advancing as it is designed to advance.

Jesus didn’t do that. Even though none of the other Jews would go through Samaria, He went through Samaria. Even though none of the other Jews would drink from the Samaritan woman’s cup, He drank from her cup. The Samaritan woman clearly recognized Jesus as a Jew, but He also entered her world. He did so because He was there representing something much bigger.

God is not calling us to be something we were not created to be when He calls us to oneness. He is not calling you, if you are white, to like soul music, and I’m thankful that He is not calling me to like country and western. What He is doing, however, is calling everybody to take who we are and to work together toward a common goal—a kingdom agenda.

I’m not sure if you realize this, but whatever race you are now is what you are going to be in heaven. If you are white now, you are going to be white in heaven. If you are black now, you are going to be black in heaven. You are who you are intentionally and eternally.

But you say, “Tony, I’ve never seen that in the Bible.” Well, it’s in there.

In the book of Revelation, John said, “After these things I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no one could count, from every nation and all tribes and peoples and tongues, standing before the throne and before the Lamb” (Revelation 7:9, emphasis added).

What I want you to note from that verse is that John saw them. The differences were visual. Why? Because God intended there to be differences. God has people from every background, group, and demographic representing His kingdom. Acknowledging and embracing our differences in a context of oneness more accurately reflects the kingdom of heaven than any other thing.

Social Leads to Spiritual

The Samaritan woman saw that while Jesus looked Jewish, talked Jewish, and dressed Jewish, He didn’t act entirely Jewish because He was willing to do something no other Jew was willing to do—put His lips to her cup. Please note that this was a tangible, public, and social action on His part. In other words, He wasn’t just standing far off saying, “Samaritan woman, you must be born again.” Rather, Jesus was willing to engage her socially.

One of the greatest hindrances to authentic oneness in the body of Christ today is our unwillingness to engage each other socially. Granted, we have made efforts in the church and society to develop multiracial staff in our ministries, or to link up for special events, but the question is still often posed, or often thought if not stated, “Why do all the black staff members spend their break-time together?” or “Why do all the whites sit in groups?” Rarely do we witness a natural merging of the races unless it has been forced; however, when it is forced, it cannot be authentic simply due to the nature of oneness. We have misunderstood oneness to mean a denial of racial distinctions. This has left us with the result of forcing oneness rather than actualizing it. This creates polarization and fragmentation since forced oneness can only come as a result of one group imposing its definition of unity on the other rather than an embracing of individuality together toward the pursuance of a common goal.

Jesus understood the value of time, attention, and embracing the other. By engaging the Samaritan woman socially, He brought the opportunity for an even deeper discussion as we read in John 4:10. “Jesus answered and said to her, ‘If you knew the gift of God, and who it is who says to you, ‘Give Me a drink,’ you would have asked Him, and He would have given you living water.’”

One of the things I love most about Jesus is that He could turn anything into an illustration. What He did is take the simple conversation about a drink and turn it into an evangelistic opportunity. He was able to do this because He was not only willing to spend time with her, but also to drink from her cup. In His willingness to drink from her cup, He gained an opportunity to witness to her soul. Don’t miss that. If He had not been willing to engage her socially, He would not have had the opportunity to talk to her spiritually.

A lot of times we want to get people to heaven whom we are not willing to relate to on earth. We want to get people to glory whom we are not willing to even talk to in history. But what Jesus did was use the natural cross-cultural opportunity of common ground—Jacob’s well and His need for a drink—to present a message of life to this lady. Through this, Jesus initiated true biblical oneness.

The second principle for biblical oneness is that Jesus refused to allow culture to interfere with His higher priority of representing God’s truth.

Refuse to Allow Culture to Interfere with Truth

Our second principle is illustrated best through this next passage: “The woman said to Him, ‘Sir, I perceive that You are a prophet. Our fathers worshiped in this mountain, and you people say that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship.’”

What she is saying, in my Tony Evans translation, is, “Jesus, y’all go to church over there. And we go to church over here. You worship that way. We worship this way. We are different. In fact, not only are we different—we were raised differently. My daddy taught me that this is how you do it because his daddy taught him that this is how you do it. In fact, my great-granddaddy taught my granddaddy who taught my daddy who taught me that this is how you do it. This is our history and our background and what we are used to doing.”

Jesus responds to her excuses using rather direct language. He says, “You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews” (John 4:22).

In other words, “Your daddy was wrong. Your granddaddy was wrong. Your great-granddaddy was wrong. And your great-great-granddaddy was wrong. You, and your people, are wrong.”

Now, the last time the Samaritan woman brought up cultural differences, Jesus never said a single word about it. But this time Jesus clearly says, “You are wrong.” Why does He address the issue now and not before? Because now God has been brought into the equation. Now there is a spiritual truth on the table. Our differences from each other are not wrong except when our differences bring in wrong information about God.

One of the things that you and I have got to understand as brothers and sisters in Christ is that this divide in our culture and in our nation is because people have chosen to pay more attention to their granddaddy than to their heavenly Father. It is because people have held a stronger commitment to the history of their culture than to the person of Jesus Christ. There has been a more faithful allegiance to background than to the Bible.

The problem with race in America is not fundamentally a problem of skin. It is a problem of sin. It is a problem in that people have not been willing to address the sin that has led to a division among skin as we hold tenaciously to our cultures. Our backgrounds and preferences are legitimate, but when they overrule God, that’s when Jesus says, “You are wrong.”

Whenever there is a conflict between culture and God’s truth, culture must always submit to the truth of God as revealed in His Word. When the woman’s culture crossed sacred things, Christ invaded her world to condemn it.

This means that to refer to oneself as a black Christian or a white Christian or a Hispanic Christian or an Asian Christian is technically incorrect. In these descriptions, the word Christian becomes a noun that is modified by an adjective—black, white, and so on. However, our Christianity should modify our culture. We must see ourselves as Christian blacks, Christian whites, Christian Hispanics, or Christian Asians.

Our cultures must always be controlled by our commitment to Christ. Whenever we make the adjectives black, white, brown, and yellow descriptive of Christians, it may mean we have changed Christianity to make it fit a cultural description. The Bible teaches the opposite—we are Christians who are also black, white, brown, or yellow. If anything changes, it is to be our cultural orientation, not our Christianity. This is so because cultural history and experience, while important, are not innately inspired. Therefore, Christianity must always inform, explain, and, if necessary, change our cultures, never the reverse. Similarly, if citizens would take this same approach to our country where we submitted together under our common bond as Americans, we would have far less confusion in our land. Uniting around a shared identity, we would work together in a greater unity toward national restoration in that our cultural and racial differences would be subservient to our national identity as Americans.

Understand It Goes Both Ways

Jesus not only critiqued the Samaritan culture by the truth of God’s Word, but He critiqued His own culture by that same standard. When His disciples complained that He was talking with a Samaritan woman, He rejected their prejudice by telling them that it was more important for Him to do the will of God than to succumb to their biases.

The disciples hadn’t been shocked that Jesus was talking with a woman. They had seen Him talk to women before. He talked to Mary. He talked to Martha. He had healed the woman with the issue of blood. Talking to a woman was not the problem. The problem came in that Jesus had been talking to a Samaritan woman. That’s what bothered the disciples. This also explains why Jesus had let them walk a number of miles into town, as is recorded earlier in the passage, and the same number of miles back, just to bring Him some lunch. He knew that He could have never gotten kingdom work done with His prejudiced disciples hanging around.

The principle is that while we can’t control what others in our circles do, like Jesus we can control whether or not we let them stop us from doing what the King of kings has called us to do. Obeying the will of God takes priority over satisfying cultural expectations.

While Jesus was explaining this concept to His disciples, the woman was running back into town to tell the men of the city that they should come and see this Man who has told her all of the things that she has done. She had become an immediate evangelist simply because Jesus chose to cross cultural lines to win her to Himself. The disciples, in the meantime, were growing more frustrated with Jesus as they learned that they had just walked nearly all day only to bring food to Him that He refused.

“Jesus said to them, ‘My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me and to accomplish His work. Do you not say, “There are yet four months, and then comes the harvest”? Behold, I say to you, lift up your eyes and look on the fields, that they are white for harvest’” (John 4:34–35). The point is that the fields are ready. Jesus is saying that if you will simply lift up your eyes, you will see the harvest. Stop talking about how you are going to get around to it next year, or five years from now, or even twenty-five years from now. Stop giving excuses for delaying the harvest when the fields are already ripe. If you will look up, you will see that the opportunity to cross over is right in front of you. This is what the disciples saw when they looked at the field and saw the Samaritan men crossing over it to meet them.

We don’t need to wait for the next generation to do it. We have opportunities right across the street, around the corner, in a school next door, and in the community near us where we can make a difference for the kingdom of God. The time has come to be rid of our excuses and to start doing kingdom work right here and now.

When we do, we will see things we never even thought could be possible because we will see God show up and let His power flow both to us and through us. This is exactly what happened in Samaria. We read, “So when the Samaritans came to Jesus, they were asking Him to stay with them; and He stayed there two days. Many more believed because of His word” (John 4:40–41).

One of the greatest evangelistic outreaches occurred simply because Jesus took the time to engage and connect with another person from another background than His own. After Jesus had led everyone to Himself, He ended up spending the entire weekend with the Samaritans. Now, keep in mind that He had just met them. Their two cultures don’t even talk to each other. They don’t share water, nor do they drink from the same cup. But in the same time period that Jesus meets them, He ends up hanging out in their neighborhood all weekend long.

How do we go from “We don’t talk” to “Let’s hang out together” so quickly? Easy: When Jesus Christ enters the situation and demonstrates the kingdom principle of oneness through kingdom people, He can turn things that are upside down and make them right side up overnight. He doesn’t need a generation to do it. It only takes a minute if He’s got the right people who are willing to live their lives by His rules.

What Jesus did in Samaria, and what He can do for you and me, is turn distance and doubt—the great divide—into a harmonious fellowship filled with power. When He does, we will see Him do things that we never even dreamed. Lifting our blinders, He will enable us to look across the fields of this life and visualize the art of His creation, His heart, and His unique design. We will see where and how He is working to bring glory to Himself and hope to mankind. Better yet, we will get to experience Him as He pours down His blessings and blows our minds.

Racial harmony and reconciliation do not necessitate that all churches be integrated at all times into one noncultural, robotic format. Don’t misunderstand my point. Jesus didn’t dispose of His Jewish passport, trim His beard, and adopt Samaritan slang. But He did give us a model of the intentional nature as well as the depth of engagement that we are to follow in cross-cultural relationships. Jesus showed value and esteem to an entire group of people through an authentic respect and intentionality to relate.

God is not asking African-Americans to disregard our rich spiritual heritage and become white in our approach to theology and the full expression of life under the umbrella of a biblical worldview. Nor is God asking white people to adopt other cultural styles of worship and become black in their approach to theology. But He is insisting that, within our differences, we discover a common ground of mutual benefit as we all reflect His truth as revealed in Scripture. When culture does not infringe upon the Word of God, we are free to be what God has created us to be, with all the uniqueness that accompanies our cultural heritage.

However, the objective truth from Scripture places limits on our cultural experiences. As African-Americans continue to seek cultural freedom, we must examine every strategy offered to promote social justice and policy under the magnifying glass of Scripture. Every bit of advice given by our leaders and all definitions proposing to tell us what it means to be black must be commensurate with divine revelation. If what we are given as cultural is not biblically acceptable, it cannot be accepted as authoritative.

Whites, too, must submit their cultural traditions to the authority of God’s Word if they are going to play their part in dismantling the racial mythology that is a dominant theme in their worldview. Because of this limited and distorted worldview, whites are often unable to see beyond skin to discover the qualitative benefits that would come their way through using and learning from the skills, intellect, and creativity of their African-American brothers and sisters.

In the same way that the realm of athletics was enhanced by African-American participation when it was finally recognized as valuable and included, the kingdom of God would be much more holistically advanced if there were a recognition and use of the gifts, talents, and unique qualities of Christian blacks. But in order for that to take place, there must be a willingness on the part of Christian whites to not only give access to but also intentionally pursue, or respond to an invitation for, ongoing relationships and ministry partnerships with their brothers and sisters in Christ.

I am never more disheartened at the state of our Christian family than when I witness the reality that this access is often much more open, as well as invitational in nature, in our secular society than in our own. In many aspects, our secular society has advanced further in this arena than we have, thus limiting both the influence and impact that we, members of God’s kingdom, are able to have on those around us, causing many to even question our relevance.

The great tragedy today is not so much that our society is still divided along racial, cultural, and class lines, but that God’s people, the church, are even more deeply divided. This disunity provides Satan with his most powerful tool for crippling the influence of Christianity. That is why Jesus prayed that believers might be one in order to overcome the world (John 17:21). When we are one, we will overcome. When we are not one, we will be overrun.

Oneness, in a nation structured by the confines of racial autonomy, necessitates that our knowledge of and love for each other must be intentional in nature, just as Jesus’ was with the woman at the well. When we come together, unbelievers will see that Christianity is not a secret, and that God alone can jettison centuries of misguided beliefs and traditions. Only then will our unity wash the fabric of our nation’s landscape not only on a personal level, but also in our families, churches, and in our communities at large.

Just as it was in Samaria, oneness across racial lines is the greatest evangelistic teaser to the presentation of the gospel that we could ever broadcast both locally and abroad.
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