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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Personal names in this book have been changed. While all of the stories are real, I’ve changed people’s names and other identifying details in order to protect the individuals’ privacy. In one case, I compiled a number of conversations and stories into a single narrative.

To serve as a pastor in the life of even one of God’s beloved children is a staggering privilege. It is my sincere hope and intention that this book honors the pastoral confidentiality assumed whenever anyone trusts me to walk a few paces of the spiritual journey by their side. Without the very real people who have sat across from me in coffee shops, wept with me in prayer, and served with me in mission, this work would be confined to the theoretical, but because of their stories, it is set in the grit and honesty of the everyday world. 

To those who have grieved, questioned, celebrated, doubted, hoped, and lived the faith journey by my side—your stories are the real gift of this book. I am deeply grateful to each of you and hope I have honored and respected you in the pages that follow.




CHAPTER ONE

STUCK BETWEEN TWO UNSATISFYING STORIES


Good spiritual writing, among other things,
should help introduce us to ourselves.

Ronald Rolheiser



I was pedaling as fast as I could, narrowly passing between parked cars and bumper-to-bumper traffic on Manhattan Avenue. I clipped a side mirror with my backpack but pretended not to notice. There are unwritten rules in New York City, like if you’re afraid of a scuff on your car, you live in the wrong place. Besides, I don’t have time to stop. I’m ten minutes late. I’m always ten minutes late.

I don’t have time for this meeting at all—not this week anyway. It’s Holy Week, meaning the week that leads up to Easter, and I’m the pastor of a Christian church. We’ve got a service on Thursday night, a service on Good Friday, sunrise prayer, and a series of services on Easter Sunday. And this year, someone thought it would be a good idea to do a Holy Saturday service too. Whose idea was that? What combination of ignorance and foolishness made me agree to that?

Anyway, I don’t really have time for a cup of coffee, but he was only gonna be in town for a few days. I’m cutting diagonally across an intersection while organizing thoughts for a sermon in my head (not recommended), hoping I’ll still remember what I’m holding in my mind when we’re done catching up.

“Look, I need to get this out in the open up front—I’m a couple beers in.” That’s how he started the pastoral counseling meeting he had scheduled with me. “I had a long lunch with a friend at the pub down the street, and, well, one thing led to another.” I was meeting with Andrew, and I love this about Andrew. I’m being completely serious. I admire his honesty. He’s one of the most forthright people I’ve ever met. The ten minutes he sat there waiting for me to arrive, predictably tardy, he must’ve nervously wondered if I’d smell the alcohol on his breath, if I’d judge him, or, even worse, “worry about him.” So, he told himself, I’ll just get it out in the open. And he did.

We were sitting outside, across a café table, in two ice-cold metal chairs. It was definitely not warm enough to sit outside. We both knew that, but neither one of us wanted to say it. We were the only ones who braved the sidewalk that afternoon, but this was early April, and after a long winter, the high 40s when the sun is out can feel tropical.

I hadn’t gotten to see a lot of Andrew lately because he had booked a role on the cast of a major Broadway show that was on tour, which meant two things: his career was taking off and his home would be everywhere except his actual home for the next twelve months. He was back in Brooklyn for a week, a quick break from pretending to be someone else on a stage, to see a few old friends and catch up.

“A couple of beers in? No worries, man. You’re on vacation. Besides, that’ll probably only help you be just a bit more honest about whatever it is you want to talk about,” I responded.

Normally, I’d open with some small talk before getting down to business, but as I already mentioned, this is Holy Week and I’m trying to pretend I’m not holding a few words in my head that felt inspiring when I clipped the side mirror of that salt-stained Camry.

We got to the heart of it right away. “When I moved to New York, somewhere in the back of my mind I was convinced that if I made it as an actor, I’d be somebody. When I say it out loud, I know I sound like the cautionary tale of an after-school special. I never consciously had that thought. I never said it to anyone, not even to myself. But somewhere, buried deep in my subconscious, I believed it.

“Then it happened. I was one of the lucky ones who broke into an impossibly exclusive industry more quickly than I ever thought I would, booking better roles than I ever thought I would, performing to larger crowds than I ever thought I would. My life right now is what I incessantly daydreamed about for as long as I can remember, and in spite of it all, I’m still the same person with the same problems and the same insecurities. I’m not any closer to being ‘somebody,’ whatever that means.

“So, what I’m getting at is this: it’s not enough.

“My career will never be ‘enough’ for me. I always knew that in theory, but I really know that now.”

THE “NOT ENOUGH” PROBLEM

I lost the sermon I was writing in the back of my mind. Andrew had me now—full attention. Because this is the story I hear constantly. The characters, setting, and circumstances change, but the central conflict is constant. I subconsciously bought the idea that life on my terms will deliver—that if I get what I want, I’ll be happy, content, alive, at rest. But I’m not. I either haven’t been able to arrange life on my terms, so it’s not enough, or I’ve gotten life on my terms, and it didn’t provide the internal fulfillment I thought came along with the external success. It’s still not enough.

When our unspoken assumptions are proven false, it’s like someone pulls a block from the bottom of a Jenga tower. The shaky foundation we’ve been building on gets exposed for what it is, and the whole house falls.

Cara

“I’m finding life in Brooklyn hugely unsatisfying.” I was sitting across another café table (this one indoors) from Cara, a woman in her early thirties from my church. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she began to recount her unique version of the same familiar story:


I possess the ability to convince myself, again and again, that what I need in order to cope with reality is to regularly escape reality, so I’ll spend this weekend bouncing between bars and clubs, drinking heavily, using drugs recreationally to enable more drinking, laughing and dancing, and for a moment, it works—I’m totally free. But peeling myself up from between the sheets of a stranger’s bed the following morning, I face the horrible realization that this isn’t freedom. It’s something very different.



Drinks, then dinner, then more drinks, then dancing, then sex, then sober consciousness, then shame, then brunch, and finally the Sunday scaries—that weekly ritual of dreading another seven-day cycle through my ordinary life.

“My favorite indulgences aren’t doing it for me. Escape doesn’t work. It’s not enough. The pursuit of pleasure as an end in itself somehow never ends in pleasure.”

Cara’s story is crystallized in Viktor Frankl’s psychological discovery: “Pleasure is, and must remain, a side-effect or by-product, and is destroyed and spoiled to the degree to which it is made a goal in itself.”1

The restlessness and anxiety that accompanies modern life is not that simple though. We are not only pleasure seekers; we are also people of depth and substance.

Phil

It was around three o’clock on a crisp Tuesday afternoon in early autumn. I was sitting on the cheap, bonded leather sofa in my office. Across from me sat Phil, the vice president of a successful nonprofit, as he tried to breathe through a panic attack. His life was not driven by consumption. He had sacrificed much to be a part of the solution, pouring himself into a worthy cause. He was supposed to be satisfied and at peace.

“I’m giving up a bigger salary and many of the comforts that come with the corporate world for fulfilling work that sends me on my commute home each day knowing, ‘What I do matters. I made a difference today.’ That’s supposed to be the exchange, right?”

That exchange wasn’t working, not for him at least. He had come to the realization that it was time for a career change, and the thought that had him spiraling inward too fast for logic was this: What am I gonna say the next time someone asks, “What do you do?” I’ve so identified with this cause and this role that I know it’s time to let go, but I don’t know who I am if I let go.

The restlessness and anxiety that accompany modern life intensifies in a common realization: “It’s not enough.”
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We go by a variety of routes, but one way or another, we all end up there. This is one of those destinations we are insistent on visiting for ourselves. Cautionary tales like these seem helpless to prevent me (or you) from ending up in the same place at least once. We just can’t take someone else’s word for it. We’ve gotta find out for ourselves if there’s an “enough” I can piece together under my own orchestration and control.

There’s a difference between believing and knowing in the biblical imagination. We tend to think that a belief is deeper and more personal than knowledge. Belief involves a mixture of information and hope, but knowledge is just the recall of cold, hard facts—the answer to a math equation or the stats from a baseball game. In the ancient Hebrew understanding, it was the other way around. Beliefs are based on theory; knowledge is personal. The Hebrew term yada translates into English as “to know.” However, it’s a relational, experiential kind of knowledge, even used occasionally as a euphemism for sex. Knowing was thought of with that level of relational intimacy. Real, tangible experience is always implied in yada.

There are certain ideas we’ve bought into, and so we act in accordance with those ideas. Not everyone has touched a hot stove, but everyone believes it will hurt if you touch one. That’s belief. Knowledge isn’t theoretical; it’s personal. Someone out there has put the palm of their hand on the glowing red coils of a hot stove. That’s when belief got personal. That’s knowledge.

I believe that another night out or a vocation with purpose or a curtain call with the cast in front of a standing ovation won’t satisfy the deep longings of my soul and still the constant restlessness within. I’ve always believed that—in theory. But I know that now. Belief gets personal—it becomes knowing—when I’m standing at the counter ordering a large drip coffee with tears welling up behind my eyes because what made me feel wanted last night is exactly what’s making me feel used this morning. I know it when I’ve lost myself if I can’t identify by this position at a nonprofit, fighting this cause the next time I’m introducing myself to a stranger at a cocktail party. I know it when after the applause dies down, I’m back on the tour bus, wrestling with anxiety and the incessant itch of insecurity—Weren’t the cheering crowds supposed to relieve this? Beliefs tend to live in the background of our lives. Knowing kicks the door down and confronts us.

Of course, there are less stark versions of this. These stories are the more extreme cases. Most of the time, it just looks like filling up life with a series of experiences we really, truly think will make us happy—coffee with a friend, a dinner reservation tomorrow night, plans after work, and an Airbnb in another city next weekend. We fill up our lives with many things, forever needing something good to look forward to, planning the next experience while having this one. We drink from the many wells we have dug for ourselves, convinced that if we keep drawing water, maybe this time it will quench our thirst. Henri Nouwen writes:


Beneath our worrying lives, however, something else is going on. While our minds and hearts are filled with many things, and we wonder how we can live up to the expectations imposed on us by ourselves and others, we have a deep sense of unfulfillment. While busy with and worried about many things, we seldom feel truly satisfied, at peace, or at home. A gnawing sense of being unfulfilled underlies our filled lives …

Boredom is a sentiment of disconnectedness … To be bored, therefore, does not mean that we have nothing to do, but that we question the value of the things we are so busy doing. The great paradox of our time is that many of us are busy and bored at the same time … In short, while our lives are full, we feel unfulfilled.2



BACK TO ANDREW

So I’m sitting there with my elbows on a cold, metal table in early April, listening to Andrew tell his version of our universal “not enough” story. But he didn’t stop there. He kept going, and what he said next is the part of the diagnosis that tends to get left out.

“I don’t know how to piece together the sort of life that will be ‘enough’ for me. I always knew that in theory, but I really know that now. But then I look at my conception of God, and honestly, that’s not enough either.”

He started to sound agitated now, not at anyone in particular, just angry at something he had thought long and hard about without seeing any way through.

“The biblical story of faith I was spoon-fed as a kid and have done my best to somehow hold on to as an adult is not enough for the complexity of the world I actually live in. IT’S NOT ENOUGH! I’M NOT ENOUGH, AND I’M NEVER GONNA BE. AND I KNOW I’M NOT SUPPOSED TO SAY THIS, BUT GOD’S NOT ENOUGH EITHER! AND I’M BEGINNING TO WONDER IF HE’S EVER GONNA BE.”

And there it was. He said it. He said the thing that almost everyone I interact with about faith is circling around but doesn’t have the words for. Spiritual breakthrough often starts with saying what you think and feel but are convinced you aren’t “allowed” to say.

Andrew looked defeated, exhausted just from finally having said it. We both sat there without talking for a moment, the way you do when someone is so honest, when someone puts a mystery you’ve both felt at some time or another into words, and what’s just been said isn’t really something to agree or disagree with; it’s something to feel the weight of, to be trapped together by the complexity of, to honor the honesty of.

STUCK BETWEEN TWO UNSATISFYING STORIES

Of course, it’s not enough. The “story of the world” and the many forms of medication it offers to get us through our numbered days are not enough.

It’s not enough to get everything I want. The fulfillment of my desires by my means only reveals a deeper longing beneath the symptoms I’m treating.

Hooking up with that guy won’t make me feel desirable. Next weekend, I’ll be right back where I started, and I’ll want to reach for my phone again to swipe over to another random guy’s apartment at the end of the night.

Getting that promotion won’t make me feel content. I’ll fight harder to keep it than I ever fought to get it, and the need to prove myself that I’ve conveniently rebranded as “drive” will just be revealed for what it is.

A week on a beach won’t make my ordinary life feel more bearable. The circumstances of my life aren’t what makes life unmanageable; it’s my anxiety. I blame it on circumstances, but the truth is I’ve got something alive in my gut that’s running full speed in every direction at once, and it will be just as alive on the return flight home when I’m dreading my ordinary life as it is on an average Sunday night when I can’t even eat dinner because I’m so anxious about Monday morning.

So no, getting everything we want isn’t enough. We can defer that realization for decades with distraction. Every time the honest realization “I chose this life by my own free will, and it’s still not enough” gets close, we can just change the subject.

Maybe you want to put this book down, pull up Netflix, and stop thinking about this, but you also know that “changing the subject” isn’t a life worth living. Distraction is fast food. It doesn’t nourish us, but it does work for deferring hunger.

But what’s the alternative? Jesus?

Are we seriously supposed to hope that the empty tomb of a first-century Jewish peasant somehow unwinds all this complexity?

The Christian church is hemorrhaging today’s generation of young adults at a rate that’s historically unparalleled because that story just seems too simple. It can feel insulting to get a simple solution to complex problems.

So here we are—stuck between two unsatisfying stories.

The story of the world leaves us wanting. It always has and always will, no matter how long we distract ourselves from that confrontation.

The story of Jesus is a compelling wonder, but if looking for life in an empty tomb is not enough for you, you should know you’re not alone. You’re in good company—even biblical company.

All four historically reliable biographies of Jesus’ life culminate with a Sunday morning resurrection, and by late Sunday night, every living disciple has been wonderfully interrupted by the Messiah they had executed seventy-two hours prior—alive. Every disciple had a personal encounter with the presence of the living God on the original Easter Sunday—every disciple except Thomas.

THE TWIN

Thomas is my favorite. He’s always been my favorite. I know Thomas. I am Thomas.

Thomas wasn’t a fiercely rational cynic. To think of him that way would be to minimize a whole life down to one single moment, which is always a mistake. This is a man who left everything behind to follow a self-proclaimed Nazarene rabbi. He risked everything for Jesus. He witnessed miracles that left him rubbing his eyes in wonder, but he also faced rejection, confusion, and public disgrace for associating so closely with one who was called a criminal.

The very week of Jesus’ crucifixion, Thomas steps forward in a critical moment to say he’s ready to die with Jesus. He was ready to die with his rabbi, but he wasn’t ready to live without him. And that’s exactly what Jesus asked Thomas to do when he wouldn’t say a word at his own defense hearing and took the death penalty like he was planning it all along.

Thomas isn’t a cynic or even a skeptic. It’s so much more personal than that. He’s disappointed. He’s hurt. Imagine pushing in all your chips, like he did on Jesus, and then the story ends in the kind of heartbreak so far outside of the realm of possibility that it blindsides you completely, leaving you in the kind of daze you never want to feel again. That’s the Thomas we meet in his famous declaration of doubt.

He’s hurting. He’s confused. He’s guarded. Life on his own terms wasn’t enough; that’s why he risked everything on Jesus in the first place, but how can he be the King of the everlasting kingdom from within a casket? Thomas isn’t a doubter; he’s a realist—calling it like he sees it.

“So the grave’s empty, huh? Well, that’s great, but I’m gonna need a lot more than that. If the rest of you are so desperate to believe, then go ahead, but I’m gonna piece together my actual life in the actual world. And if laughter, beer, and sex is as good as it gets … and if suffering is senseless and death is final and none of it amounts to anything more … then at least I had the courage to face it.”

Thomas’s resurrection reaction reads like God picked up a thirtysomething from San Francisco or Berlin or Melbourne or Brooklyn and sat them down in first-century Jerusalem on that defining Sunday morning.

I’m not sure I understand the experience of seeing someone alive on Sunday who was definitely dead on Friday, but I certainly understand the skepticism of hearing other people spread a holy rumor like that one and categorizing it as religious well-wishing at best. I see myself in Thomas. I see my friends in Thomas. I see my city in Thomas. Stuck between two unsatisfying stories.


Now Thomas … was not with the disciples when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!”

But he said to them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe.”

John 20:24–25



In essence, Thomas is saying, “If God wants me, he can come get me. I’m not hiding.” Thomas was a realist—a strong-willed, fiercely logical realist—and that earned him a nickname: Doubting Thomas. That’s a modern invention though.

His given name was Didymus, but everyone who really knew him called him by his Aramaic name—Thomas, which translates to “twin.” The Twin—that’s what all the other disciples called him, and it suits him … because, in a way, he’s all of our twin.

Thomas is modern Western culture personified. A whole hemisphere is stuck between two unsatisfying stories. The citizens of the industrialized Western world enjoy more personal freedom, leisure time, career options, and entertaining distractions than anyone at any other time in human history, and yet the increase in personal autonomy and freedom hasn’t led to increased happiness and fulfillment. Diagnosed and medicated mental illness has grown almost exactly parallel to these factors. The world’s freest, wealthiest, most autonomous people are also the world’s most anxious and depressed people.

Is there anyone you can identify with more in the Gospels than Thomas? Regardless of how you’d categorize your particular brand of belief or unbelief at this particular moment, plenty of us could say right along with Thomas, “It’s not enough. The meaning I’ve tried to drum up for myself in this life is not enough to still my restlessness, but to be honest, I’m starting to think an empty tomb is not enough either.”

MIRROR, MAP, MYSTERY

The book you’re holding is a mirror, a map, and a mystery.

It’s a mirror because Thomas is not a caricature. He is a real, honest, disillusioned, courageous seeker. The single moment of doubt he is often reduced to has a backstory with the same twists and turns as every human story. When we truly see Thomas, many of us will truly see ourselves. Some of us are disillusioned and disappointed with Christianity—sitting in Sunday pews bored out of our minds by the story we believe but don’t know (a theory we believe objectively, not a life we know in a relational, experiential, subjective way). Some of us have walked away from the church—we are the real names and faces that are a part of the modern church’s hemorrhage, whose most courageous spiritual moment may not have been admitting belief, but finally, reluctantly, bravely, admitting doubt. Finally, some of us are spiritually open seekers—those who are suspicious that there must be more than just the material world but who also have no context for Thomas, only anecdotal awareness of Jesus, and little to no interest in the biblical story. This book is a mirror for each of us because we are all starting with the same questions and looking for the same destination—what Jesus called “life … to the full.”3 Thomas our twin, a mirror. As you see him, I suspect you’ll also see yourself.

This book is a map because Thomas’s post-resurrection doubt is not an admonition to be avoided but an invitation to be followed. If we can see our condition in his, he can also offer us a way out. The life of the world’s famous skeptic is more than just a diagnosis. Thomas can also be our guide. He offers both a picture of the stuck place we find ourselves in and a way to freedom.

This book is a mystery because Thomas’s story doesn’t end in philosophical enlightenment or rational answers; it ends in relational encounter. In the end, it is not an empty tomb that Thomas finds but an encounter with the living God. So what you’re holding is not a guidebook full of answers (sorry to disappoint right at the beginning), but it is an invitation to encounter. If all we needed was the right information about God, he would have dropped an instruction manual down from the heavens. But he came as a person because the offer isn’t information; it’s life.

On the day that has divided human history more than any other, the day that started a movement so unparalleled that sociologists still marvel at an empire built on power undone by love, on that resurrection day, Thomas was stuck between two unsatisfying stories.

But to understand the way out, we have to first retrace the steps that got us here.

This book is divided into three parts, three stories:


	The Story of the World

	The Story of Jesus

	The Story of Our Twin (Thomas)



THREE STORIES CAUGHT IN A SINGLE FRAME
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Early on a hot summer morning in the mid-1970s, Philippe Petit walked across a wire suspended between the iconic Twin Towers dotting the Lower Manhattan skyline. It was a spectacle.

Almost exactly twenty-seven years later, two commercial flights were hijacked and steered directly into those same Twin Towers, bringing them to the ground with thousands of casualties. It was also a spectacle—of the very worst kind.

A photo was snapped during Petit’s jaunt across the wire that was meaningless for nearly three decades but then became iconic: a commercial plane caught behind the balancing man on the wire appears to be flying much too low, almost like it will hit the towers. Two moments that seem logically a lifetime apart are caught in a single frame. The stories overlap for just a moment.

That’s what happened to Thomas. The story of the world and the story of Jesus seemed incompatible on resurrection morning. It was wishful thinking for any true realist. Then, for just a moment, the stories overlapped in a small upper room hideaway in central Jerusalem. Thomas, disenchanted by an empty tomb, encountered the presence of the living God.

That’s the invitation for you. That’s where this book is going. But to arrive at encounter, with all the context the Twin carried, we first have to understand the two unsatisfying stories we are stuck between. So that’s where we’ll begin.




CHAPTER TWO

UNFATHOMABLE POTENTIAL

Any fair explanation of the world and human history has to start with all of the very, very good we know in this life.

THE POTENTIAL OF THIS PLANET

Think for just a moment about the potential of the planet we all inhabit: Buried in the dirt beneath our feet are the bare ingredients of everything the world has been formed into. I’m writing these words from a coffee shop in Greenpoint, Brooklyn, and in the soil underneath me is the substance for everything I see—elements formed into this building that shelters me and controls the temperature, the materials molded into the transportation that got me here, the coffee beans I can smell being roasted, and the muffin I chose out of a clear bin of many tasty options—all of it, buried in the dirt beneath my feet.

This planet comes equipped with the bare materials that have become shelter, transportation, and nourishment to sustain life. That can be said of no other planet that has been discovered in recorded history.

But the potential of this planet is not limited to the bare essentials. Our world also contains beauty. It’s not just that our world can sustain us; it’s that it dazzles us. We have sounds like rain falling and birds chirping, but we also have the raw materials formed into instruments that channel sound into music, giving us Handel’s Messiah and Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue and Bob Dylan’s “Hurricane.” We have color, but it’s not only the primaries. We find every imaginable shade that is rearranged in Michelangelo’s painting of the Sistine Chapel ceiling and van Gogh’s The Starry Night and Bushwick’s graffiti murals. We have nourishment, but it’s not just rations to keep us alive; it’s herbs and spices and flavor that combine to make tikka masala and pad Thai and gumbo. Culture, in all of its variety and expression, with all of its flavors and sounds and movement, was born out of the once untapped potential of this planet. For a ball of dust floating around a star, that’s pretty good.

Then there’s society—the organization of people and customs into shared life. The resources buried under our feet have been gathered together to form towns and cities where people can communicate and cooperate and learn from one another. Human relationship is made possible and sustained by this planet. Amazing.

THE POTENTIAL OF A SINGLE HUMAN LIFE

Have you ever been in the room while a baby is born? I have. Twice. It’s terrifying! The first time around, I got prepared with eight weeks of birthing classes, complete with breathing exercises and massage techniques. I watched Netflix documentaries that, to this day, I still can’t un-see. At one point, I was packed into a tiny Manhattan apartment with about twenty other expecting couples, watching an old VHS tape of women giving birth in some kind of Amazonian tribal setting. Occasionally, I still wake up in a cold sweat with those images replaying in my unconscious mind. The point is, I got ready. I got as ready as any male can whose exposure to childbirth during the most formative years was limited to that one Friends episode when Rachel goes into labor and Joey has to take her to the hospital.

But nothing could have prepared me. Nothing could have prepared Kirsten (my wife) either. Nothing ever makes you ready. It’s long and exhausting and terrifying and (seems to be) extraordinarily painful. And then, all of a sudden, it’s the most beautiful celebration you can possibly imagine. You’re laughing and crying at the same time, even though you promised yourself you’re not that type of person. You can’t explain the tears welling behind your eyes in any logical way. It’s a mystery. A mysterious love comes alive in you that wasn’t there before for a tiny person who has, so far, only suddenly forced an all-nighter on you and then made you hold them while covered in gross, filmy liquids.

And it’s not just you. Every witness responds like this. I looked up for just a moment while holding Hank, my oldest son, in the first thirty seconds of his life, and one of the nurses had tears welling up behind her eyes. That’s right. A labor and delivery nurse, who does only this, repeatedly, with strangers, five or six days a week, was moved to emotion by the potential of a new, unformed, uncorrupted, uninfluenced human life.

THE POTENTIAL OF A SINGLE MOMENT

Tommie Smith and John Carlos, two African American men, won gold and bronze medals, respectively, running the 200-meter race for the United States at the 1968 Summer Olympics—the same year Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, and the same year the Fair Housing Act was signed. The civil rights movement was very much alive and very much a part of the national conversation. As Smith and Carlos stood on the medal stand, facing their country’s flag, “The Star-Spangled Banner” began to play, honoring the gold medal awarded to the United States. In that moment, Smith and Carlos each bowed their head and raised a black-gloved fist, the infamous “Black Power” salute associated with the leadership of Malcolm X. Tommie Smith called this gesture a “human rights salute,” symbolizing the inherent worth of every human life.

In a single moment, without saying a word, a civil rights issue mostly confined regionally in one country became a global conversation.
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In many ways, that was an ordinary moment. It was the same as the one that ticks by as you read this sentence. It was anticipated, felt, and then remembered like every other medal ceremony during the 1968 games. The world’s best athletes descended on Mexico City with the dream of feeling the weight of a medal around their necks. They anticipated that moment, daydreaming about it to push through grueling training. Many of them got to experience it—to be washed in the anthem of
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Thank you to my colaborers, whose insights are peppered throughout these pages. Pete Hughes, Darren Rouanzoin, John Mark Comer, Jon Tyson, Mark Sayers, and many others are the real minds behind this book. I’m just a clever thief.

Thank you to my team at Oaks Church Brooklyn:


	Alessandra—for living by risk and obedience always

	Sam—for believing in me and reminding me of who I am

	MJ—for putting up with me and trusting me

	Carlos—for fighting to know me beneath my role

	Megumi—for refusing to let me take myself too seriously

	Patrick—for warning me about the dangers of acronyms

	Gemma—for loyalty, for daily standing by me, shoulder to shoulder, and holding the weight of the church



Thank you to my family—Wils, Beck, Trav, and Josh. I have you to thank for everything. Josh, you, in particular, have cut a path for me to walk behind my whole life.
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