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Introduction

Michael-Ray Mathews
Marie Clare P. Onwubuariri

Cody J. Sanders

At a time in our country and in our world when expressions of interper-
sonal prejudice and structural racism are validated and even valorized, 

this is a resource whose time has come. The resource you hold was birthed 
during an era when footage of unarmed black women and men being shot 
dead by police rolled on the evening news almost nightly. The resource is 
now coming to published fruition in the months following a national election 
that threatens the well-being of all who live their lives at the intersections of 
oppression because of race, gender, class, sexual orientation, gender identity, 
immigration status, religion, health and ability, and a host of other markers of 
human difference. 

Thus, following a sense of call we felt as editors, we endeavored to produce 
a resource for individuals and congregations that would take seriously the 
ever-increasing necessity of work toward racial justice while attending to the 
intersections of our identities and the intersecting nature of oppression, injus-
tice, and violence. This resource is deeply rooted in the Christian tradition and 
evidences the flavors of peace-and-justice Baptists in particular. It is a project 
in keeping with the mission of the community in which we are situated: the 
Alliance of Baptists. But it is also a resource that transcends our particular 
faith community in calling us to greater awareness and action in the ministry 
of racial justice. While we have been privileged to serve as co-editors together, 
this resource took shape through a multitude of voices and influences that 
we believe make it unique among resources for individuals and congregations 
working toward racial justice. 



x TROUBLE THE WATER

Starting with the End: Developing the Resource

While we had a general direction and outline of the resource in mind, we 
hoped to make this resource as meaningful and useful as possible for our “end-
users”—congregations endeavoring to dialogue and act on matters of racial 
justice, regardless of whether they had a long and steady history of justice work 
or were at the beginning stages on the journey. So in August 2015 we brought 
together a group of nine church leaders who would give input as to how we 
could shape the resource for congregations such as these. The participants were 
chosen for their involvement in ministries not only at the intersection of races 
and ethnicities but also at the intersection of a variety of human differences, 
as well as for their Baptist roots or a particular connection to the Alliance of 
Baptists. Our best efforts brought together a group that included four major 
racial groups, residents from ten states, at least thirty-five years in age span, 
and diversity in gender, sexual orientation, and theological perspectives. We 
invited them to speak their wisdom and their desires into the process of devel-
oping the framework and naming the crucial content for the resource. 

This two-day retreat in Asheville, NC, included opportunities for worship-
ful storytelling and listening, for the sharing of learning regarding the work of 
racial justice and intersectionality, for racial caucusing, for design workshops 
during which the suggestions for the resource began to take shape, and for 
fellowship, networking, and personal devotion. By the end of the our brief 
time together, a solid draft of the Table of Contents was formed, and many 
exciting ideas for this resource were offered—more than what we could feasi-
bly accomplish! 

An invitation to gather people together who may or may not know each 
other to talk about race is not often an easily accepted invitation. Even though 
we knew we were bringing together people with an advanced facility in discuss-
ing matters of race, we knew we needed to intentionally foster safe space for 
trusted sharing; a beautiful retreat facility was not going to be enough. It 
certainly did help, though! After our first meal together, we gathered on a deck, 
under a lit pergola, next to a calming pond for our opening time of worship. 
After some introductory words from the editors, we invited each participant to 
share what prompted them to accept the invitation to be part of this project. 

After each person spoke, participants were encouraged to “speak” words of 
response to the story through written notes posted on a board while we sang 
the refrain of the Negro spiritual “Wade in the Water:”
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Wade in the water, wade in the water children
Wade in the water,
God’s gonna trouble the water

The lyrics kept in the forefront that the progress for some is often only 
gained through the oppression of others—like that of the ancient Egyptian 
empire at the expense of Hebrews, the early Europeans in America at the 
expense of natives and enslaved Africans, and the current-day rich and power-
ful who benefit from racist and unjust systems at the expense of all others who 
are labeled and treated as less-than and dispensable. 

The lyrics also reminded us, however, that God has heard and will continue 
to hear the cries of the oppressed and will “trouble the waters” as an act toward 
the release and freedom of God’s beloved. The participants witnessed to this 
truth in their gracious storytelling that evening, and we offer this resource 
because we know that the stories of release, resurrection, repentance, reconcili-
ation, and renewal must continue to be written and told and lived. To “trouble 
the waters” has become for us, the editors, our motivation to stay engaged 
with this project even when life demanded our more immediate attention and 
actions. Trouble the Water, as a resource, has developed into the clarion call, 
the battle cry, the earnest invitation to you, the readers. We are grateful for the 
nine retreatants who gave us the gifts of their time, honesty, vulnerability, and 
wisdom, and for the additional three pastors who were unable to attend but 
continued to engage with the project. 

The Authors

When it came time to invite specific writers to the project, our intent was 
to include voices that would add both depth and practicality to the theme of 
racial justice and intersectionality. Knowing that having diverse racial groups 
and as many possible intersections of oppression represented would be a tall if 
not totally unachievable task, we had to start from some commonality that fit 
with our overall project. So our final list of contributors all have been engaged 
with the work of racial justice from some level of intersectional approach while 
also having some familiarity with our audiences—the Alliance of Baptists in 
particular, and justice-minded congregations of the free-church tradition in 
general. What we are especially excited about is that this resource includes 
voices who have been shaped by and contributed to a lifetime’s worth of justice 
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work, as well as emerging voices who are leading a new generation of world-
changers.

Overview of the Resource

The resource consists of three major parts: Trouble Our Thinking, Trouble 
Our Doing, and Trouble Our Churches. These prayerful section titles are invi-
tations to the Divine to trouble our minds that for too long have been shaped 
by oppressive ideologies and theologies that bolster an oppressive status quo, 
to trouble our ministerial practices through an infusion of creative prophetic 
imagination that will rejuvenate our efforts and sustain our souls as we engage 
in the work of racial justice, and to trouble our congregations’ many ways 
of complacency and complicity in the face of widespread racial injustice and 
violence through the inspired stories of other churches that are taking their 
sense of call toward the work of racial justice seriously through prayerful and 
faithful action. In other words, the three sections contain chapters on 1) theory 
and theology foundational to racial justice, 2) praxis-oriented pieces helping to 
conceive of ways of engaging in the work as individuals and as congregations, 
and 3) narratives from churches that have been doing the work for some time. 

Some individuals may choose to read this resource straight through from 
cover-to-cover. Others may pick and choose chapters that seem to most engage 
their particular interests and needs in their journey in the work of racial justice. 
No chapter necessarily depends upon any other for its understanding or help-
fulness, so feel free to navigate your way through the text in whatever ways 
make the most sense to you. We hope, above all, that this resource will be help-
ful not only to individuals but to congregations and collectives of Christians 
attempting to put their faith into action toward the cultivation of a new way 
of being in the world for ourselves, our churches, and our society—a way of 
being that honors the embodiment of human difference through embodied 
action to bring about a more just and less violent world. 
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