
What People Are Saying About Dan Willis and 
The Multicultural Church…

“Dan Willis speaks to the heart of the racial challenges 
that matter in the twenty-first century and provides a real-
life blueprint for church leadership. Love is the key! This 
is a must-read for those who are called to reconciliation by 
leading multicultural congregations.”

—Pam Morris-Walton 
Host, WVON Gospel Radio 

Former event coordinator, City of Chicago  
Producer, The Chicago Gospel Music Festival

“If anyone knows the challenges and blessings of a mul-
ticultural church, it is my dear friend, Dan Willis.  His 
latest book, The Multicultural Church, will begin your 
journey toward becoming an ‘astute observer who can see 
without prejudice, without preconceptions’ and can then 
minister powerfully to the many diverse cultures in our 
society. This book will bless and empower your ministry.”

—David Robertson 
Chief operating officer, Inspiration Ministries



“In The Multicultural Church, my friend Dan Willis, who 
started pastoring at the age of sixteen, shares wisdom 
from his many years of ministry and leadership experi-
ence. Learn from his challenges and victories in building 
a thriving megachurch that is still reaching the hearts and 
lives of people for Christ all over the world!

—Steve Munsey 
Senior pastor, Family Christian Center 

Munster, IN 
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INTRODUCTION

Would I do a what?” I said. Quinerra, quintuplets, 
quinconea…? I couldn’t even say the word, let alone per-
form the act of ceremonial leadership it required. However, 
my ever patient, gracious secretary helped me through not 
only the correct pronunciation, (it took me three tries to 
get it right) but explained what a Quinceañera is. Armed 
with a description from the family and a dictionary, she 
took me to school. A cultural ceremony significant in 
Hispanic culture, it celebrates the departure from child-
hood into adulthood. This ceremony is for young girls and 
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takes place when they are fifteen years old.1 Wow! I felt 
honored for being asked to fulfill the pastoral aspect of 
this celebration.

From that first event of Melanis’ Quinceañera, more 
years ago than I can remember, I have been spiritually 
energized and thrilled with every venture in the very mul-
ticultural church aggregate of The Lighthouse Church 
of all Nations on the south side of Chicago. These excit-
ing and numerous adventures have kept me engaged for 
over thirty years as pastor. The newness and ever-fresh 
moments, and the surprises of leading a diverse congrega-
tion of cultures, ages, and people long separated by their 
differences is why leading in this environment is a remark-
able journey.

Leadership of this type in Chicago is somewhat 
unique. The Lighthouse Church blazed the trail for multi-
culturalism in a city historically known for being the most 
segregated city in the United States. This fact was docu-
mented in a 2008 newspaper article, “Chicago, America’s 
Most Segregated Big City,” which appeared in the Chicago 
Tribune. The statistics in this article are alarming. It states 
that a staggering 84 percent of the black and white popu-
lation in Chicago need to change neighborhoods in order 
for the city to be truly integrated. The Great Migration of 
the early twentieth century still carries the impact of real 

1. Encyclopedia Britannica, online edition, s.v. “Quinceañera.”
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estate agents guiding people to specific racially appropriate 
areas—because Chicagoans are for sure—separate. The 
separation is deep-seated because it has been ingrained in 
the landscape of the city for a long time.2

In 2008, America enjoyed a historic celebration that 
changed the face of our United States White House with 
the election of our forty-fourth president, Barack Obama 
from Chicago, my hometown! And on January 21, 2013, 
President Obama was sworn in for a second term. I 
acknowledged I had given my life, my entire life, to pull-
ing down racial strongholds in Chicago. And though this 
African American man stood as president, somewhere 
in the reservoirs of my heart I realized how insignificant, 
even after thirty years, one man, one church, and one com-
munity can be in the face of ugly racism. 

I am still pained with the knowledge of how much 
there is yet to do. How many more walls; how many more 
conversations; how many more tears; how many more 
angry people to quiet; how many more misunderstand-
ings; and how many more words like Quinceañera would I 
yet have to face? Yes, America has made progress on mat-
ters of race! But why, for heaven’s sake, have politicians 
and common ordinary men and women once polarized by 

2. “Chicago, America’s most segregated big city: Racial lines were 
drawn over the city’s history and remain entrenched by people’s choice, 
economics,” Chicago Tribune, December 26, 2008.
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party lines, been the leaders? Where is the church? What 
can we, who are the church, do to become the leaders 
again and not just be the Johnny-come-lately followers?

America has made progress on matters of race! But why, 
for heaven’s sake, have politicians and common ordinary 
men and women once polarized by party lines, been the 
leaders? Where is the church? What can we, who are the 
church, do to become the leaders again and not just be 

the Johnny-come-lately followers?

The art of bringing harmony to the masses lies in the 
love all should see in the church of God. In John 13:35, 
it says, “This is how everyone will recognize that you are my 
disciples—when they see the love you have for each other” 
(msg). Here is the difficult question, if America followed 
the church’s example, could segregation and separatism be 
eliminated? As Christian leaders today, our only option is 
multicultural ministry. If we are not prepared to minister 
in this growing climate then we are in danger of becoming 
nonessential to our body of believers. 

Jacob Vigdor, of Duke University, summed it up in 
the aforementioned Chicago Tribune article when he 
said, “What integration requires is the presence of blank 
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slates.”3 However, since this is improbable given how 
deeply racism is imbedded in the hearts and minds of 
many, let us look at integration with open minds to fresh 
ideas, open hearts to change, and open hands to help 
through this transformation.

Certainly tradition, housing, and economics played 
their part in fostering the racial segregation, but we, 

the church of the living and loving God, we too have our 
part in this situation. We are the salt of the earth. We 

are the head and not the tail. We are the leaven that can 
cause attitudes to rise above the status quo. We are the 

leaders God is using today.

Certainly tradition, housing, and economics played 
their part in fostering the racial segregation, but we, the 
church of the living and loving God, we too have our part 
in this situation. We are the salt of the earth. We are the 
head and not the tail. We are the leaven that can cause 
attitudes to rise above the status quo. We are the leaders 
God is using today. Biblical heroes such as Paul, Barnabas, 
Mary, Esther, Moses, Aaron, and many others are long 
gone. However, their example remains. God has put this 
treasure in earthen vessels (see 2 Corinthians 4:7)—in our 

3. Ibid.
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generation. This means no one is exempt. This great learn-
ing project will never be ordinary or business as usual. And 
it starts where we are right now, in our living rooms—in 
our homes. If we do not know how to take care of our own 
homes, then how can we take care of God’s church? (See 
1 Timothy 3:5.) The Bible says we have many teachers but 
not many fathers. (See 1 Corinthians 4:15.) 

Racial change and reconciliation start at home. Not 
on television, not at school, and not even at church, but at 
home. And don’t be afraid to mess up along the way. Just 
get up and start again. Have fun! We fear human failure 
or that being transparent will discredit God, so we just 
bide our time and keep doing the same thing. Come on—
try! Dance a little! Yes, you will trip but you will be so 
loved for trying to dance.

In the pages of this book, I will share with you a few 
things to help you successfully minister in a diverse cul-
ture. Some successes are brought to fruition by being 
uncomfortable. Even if some of the lessons are learned by 
tripping in the dance, I am on my feet and holding out my 
hand, inviting you to the dance floor! Come on—dance—
try this; it will change your life! Lighten up your feet, and 
let’s bring our church into the fullness of joy that heaven 
will be. Because remember—there is no back of the bus 
in heaven. We are going to a place where those who arrive 
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have been made one by the blood of Jesus. (See Galatians 
3:28.)

We are all God’s chosen carriers of fairness, justice, 
truth, compassion, and honor. We cannot fail. We must 
get this into the hearts of our children and their children 
before we go. And, YES WE CAN!
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1

THE BEGINNING

I remember feeling awful as a six or seven-year-old child, 
hearing relatives who claimed to be saved use disparaging 
terms for people of other races. I remember thinking they 
were unkind and stupid. Little did I realize I was being 
prepared, even at this early age, for a ministry that would 
begin in full force at the age of sixteen. 

At that time, racial discussions hovered around black 
and white issues. During my preteen and adolescent years, 
we were at the height of the Civil Rights Movement. It 
was a sensitive time in Chicago and in America. Four 
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little girls were the victims of a hateful racially motivated 
bombing in September 1963. President John F. Kennedy 
was assassinated two months later in November. Malcolm 
X was assassinated in February 1965. Civil Rights leader 
Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in April 1968. 
Senator Robert Kennedy was assassinated two months 
later. So I felt I had no time to waste.

For me, tearing down the barriers started with music. 
God in his infinite wisdom uses music as a powerful bond-
ing agent. It is a tool to bring the saints together. 

My parents often hosted preachers, evangelists, 
singing groups, and relatives in our home. I was ecstatic 
because I knew the byproduct of these visits would be an 
outing to at least one or maybe even two churches. 

Blessed are the memories of my mother and father 
taking us to hear gospel music at churches around the 
city. We went to Bethlehem Healing Temple at 14 S. 
Oakley Boulevard in Chicago to hear Evangelist Mattie B. 
“Mother” Poole on Sunday afternoons. Mother Poole was 
the epitome of a woman of God, faith being her most pro-
found gift. She healed the sick, she loved children, and she 
was a gifted musician. The legacy of Mother Poole lives 
today in the hearts of many. I wish everyone could have 
heard Mother Poole. Oh my! What preaching! What joy! 
And, oh my, what music! Then on to the First Church of 
Deliverance at 43rd and Wabash for the 11:00 p.m. Sunday 
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night live broadcast. The choir was indescribable! And so 
it was that these churches shaped me. I could never settle 
for normal again. I craved this anointing, I craved this 
energy, and I craved the love I felt from the congregations 
when they saw me loving this experience.

Music is a gift and a tool I believe God wants us to 
use to its full potential. Consider David and King Saul. 
Saul lost his fellowship with God because of his disobe-
dience. (See 1 Samuel 15:24–26.) God’s spirit departed 
from King Saul. An evil spirit sent by God tormented 
him, and he needed relief. David ministered to King Saul 
with music, specifically with the harp. This gave King Saul 
reprieve from the demons God sent to him, (See 1 Samuel 
16:14, 23.) David’s music quieted the soul of King Saul. 

Shall we not consider the powerful potential of music, 
which has ability to make demons flee? Tami Briggs, ther-
apeutic harpist in Minnesota, notes, “The harp is a per-
fect instrument for relaxation—it naturally soothes and 
comforts and moves people to their peaceful core. This 
is a sacred moment when healing happens.”4 Music—
transcending racial wounds and scars, how awesome and 
potent is that? This influence of music is some of what I 
felt when I heard the different melodies of a music genre 
I was unfamiliar with as a young man. I may not have 

4. Briggs, Tami, “Music’s Unspoken Messages,” Creative Nursing, 
October, 2011.
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known what the philosophical impact would be in my life, 
but something was changing in my soul. 

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, music in a 
clinical environment is recognized as a therapy for mental 
illness. Music in operating rooms has been documented 
to speed recovery, stabilize blood pressure, and have a 
calming effect on patients. Music therapy is used for ter-
minally ill cancer patients to bring peace and calm to both 
the patients and their families. Music therapy is used to 
treat sleep disorders. The type of music typically used is 
classical music. Mozart seems to be a favored composer.5 
Therefore, it is conceivable that the church would take the 
natural components of the healing power of music and use 
it to usher in the spirit of oneness among believers. Music 
acts as a catalyst to bring together all races in America and 
abroad. Music was and remains a critical component of 
unity within God’s body of believers.

Music acts as a catalyst to bring together all races in 
America and abroad. Music was and remains a critical 

component of unity within God’s body of believers.

As musical director and founder of the Pentecostals of 
Chicago, a culturally diverse group of singers representing 

5. Ibid.
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what we believe heaven will look like, we take our mes-
sage of unity to the streets of Chicago, the nation, and the 
world. At the heart of music is its healing power. While 
effective for those with physical and mental ailments, 
music’s power is also used to transcend the heart, healing 
those old wounds of racism and prejudices. The power to 
reconcile through music is at our fingertips. We need only 
to use it. We are fully equipped. (See 2 Timothy 3:17.)

Through music we can bridge the gap to reconcile the 
masses. I understand that God called me to bridge the gap 
with love. I am on a mission to bring the races together. 
I know that God has assigned this task to me. Am I the 
only one? Certainly not. Thankfully, many share this 
assignment with me. Once while laboring with the idea 
of uniting God’s church, I wrote the song, “Bridging the 
Gap” and would like to share the lyrics with you.

“Bridging the Gap”
So glad you came into our lives
You showed us that there’s no black or white
Love has no color, it’s plain to see
Now there’s a task that’s not so hard
But we all must do our part to live peacefully
Now there’s a job for us to do
Yes, that includes me and you
Hand in hand together will get it done—I’m a believer!
Count on me right from the start
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I’ll take the first step, yes, I’ll do my part
Let’s let love ring from our hearts
We’re bridging the gap–for one and all
I’m calling one and all
Let’s stand in the gap—hear the Spirit call
Somebody stand tall
What a bridge we all can build—together—all who 
will
Now the choice is yours
There’s a world, hear them cry
Let’s just show them that we care
And unite and unite!
Bridging the gap—we won’t sit still
Stand in the gap—if we don’t who will?

God has made our bodies with internal rhythmic 
melodies. Ellen F. Franklin points this out in her article 
in Massage Magazine. “Within the body, there are bio-
logical rhythms that govern organic life. Lungs dilate 
and contract every three seconds; the heart beats seventy 
times per minute; the stomach contracts three times per 
minute; the ovaries release an egg every twenty-eight days; 
the life span of red corpuscles is 128 days. Every organ, 
bone and tissue in the body has its own resonant frequen-
cy.”6 The fact that the body is a symphony in and of itself, 

6. Franklin, Ellen F. “Vibrational Healing—The Therapeutic Use of 
Sound and Music,” Massage Magazine, July, 2012, 42–47.
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and the concept that, “through resonance, it is possible 
for the vibrations of one body to reach out and touch or 
activate another body”7 is mind blowing! This observation 
supports the spiritual influence of music when it travels 
throughout the entire body of Christ. 

Have you ever been in a service when God is minister-
ing through a minstrel in song and the essence of that song 
leaps from one believer to the next? This phenomenon is 
called entrainment. It also occurs in clinical music ther-
apy. Briggs, while playing the harp, soothed a patient who 
struggled with restlessness the entire day and was unable 
to be calmed even though he had received medication. 
The low, soothing voice of his wife did not help. Briggs 
administered calm to him through music therapy. She 
“started playing a song that was a bit agitated. The next 
song was slower. After the first couple of songs, it became 
apparent that the music was distracting him enough to be 
less fidgety. Each musical selection thereafter was slower 
and s-l-o-w-e-r, until the music barely pulsed. He was get-
ting sleepy and within twenty minutes, he was peacefully 
asleep.”8 

Franklin states, “Not all sounds [music] are pleasing; 
some discordant sounds can be used to break up stagna-
tion in the body, clear energetic blockages and reduce scar 

7. Ibid.
8. Ibid, Briggs.
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tissue.”9 This is a powerful analogy. Apply that to a song 
that hits right at the heart of an obstacle in your life. As 
you listen to it, you begin to relate to the words or perhaps 
just the beat and rhythm stirs something in your soul. 
Spiritual stumbling blocks are being removed, unforgive-
ness is released, and the healing begins. Praise God for the 
wisdom of making music part of our DNA!

I remember a story from a member of my church 
regarding her response to a question while on a job inter-
view for a high-performing managerial position. Her pro-
spective employer wanted to know how she would deal 
with potential job-related crises. The interviewer asked, 
“How do you calm yourself in stressful situations?” She 
answered, “I always turn to music. Without fail, music 
destresses me within a few minutes and calms my spirit.” 
Without a moment’s hesitation, she immediately drew 
on her love of music as a calming remedy for difficult 
situations.

How could I bring everyone together? It was an 
idea so lofty I relegated it to others who were older and 
famous but God was preparing my tender heart! Praise 
God! (See Proverbs 22:6.) God knew that these expe-
riences, the music and the anointing, would help me to 
understand other cultures and that this knowledge would 
later be instrumental in helping me lead a multicultural 

9. Ibid, Franklin.
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congregation. Hallelujah! All I knew is I wanted everyone 
to enjoy this treat. However, this was only a small part of 
the gigantic picture God was beginning to paint on the 
canvas of my life.

God knew that these experiences, the music and the 
anointing, would help me to understand other cultures 
and that this knowledge would later be instrumental in 

helping me lead a multicultural congregation.

I never dreamed I could have a part, albeit a small 
part, in leading this journey to reconciliation. I believed 
in and aspired to helping a church when I was old enough. 
But to lead a congregation into a multicultural community 
of believers? It never crossed my mind. But then again, we 
know that God chooses the foolish things of this world to 
confound the wise. (See 1 Corinthians 1:27.) 

How would I do this? I knew the church had to be 
the leader if these walls were coming down. I knew I had 
to lead the charge from right where I was. I began to look 
for instructions on how to lead the type of church I knew 
God wanted me to form. But the more I looked for printed 
help, the less I found. Most of what I learned came from 
trial and error. The lessons began when I found myself, a 
tenderhearted sixteen-year-old, “accidentally” pastoring a 
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church in Chicago of about fifteen people, and continue 
pastoring to this day. We now have the largest multicul-
tural congregation in Chicago’s South Side, representing 
sixty-seven nations (wow!) with over two thousand mem-
bers. During these decades, I experienced so much failure, 
tears, joy, and excitement, and did a lot of listening! The 
door to the clueless is open. Wanna come in?




