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Introduction
	To begin this piece, I want to start by saying it is difficult being a minority in the United States. It was not my or anyone else’s choice to be born on a specific date on Earth, let alone select our nationality, race, gender, religion, or socioeconomic status. Yet, I find it disturbing how racism is still prevalent in our society and black and brown people are subject to prejudice based on appearance and we are still looked down upon as inferior, incompetent, and unworthy compared to our white counterparts. If anything, black, white, and brown people, ironically together, blame the most powerful organization in the United States for a societal imbalance and that is the government. Of course, there is our local and state government houses with elected officials and qualified candidates for job openings within city and state government as I am a state employee, but none hold greater power than the federal government. I was not alive when The War on Drugs began during the Richard Nixon Administration, but “Since 1968, entire Black neighborhoods have been devastated by the racist drug policies which, essentially, have left households devoid of fathers, uncles, brothers, and sons” (Govans, 2020). The point of that is my existence of a black male in America looking to advance in corporate America is challenged by those who do not look like me and strategically use decades of oppression towards me to withhold my promotion. 
Fortunately, I have the common knowledge to observe my surroundings as a 13-year state employee and I have noticed that the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS) have required the diversity, equity, and inclusion trainings since 2020 – only after the murder of George Floyd. Still, I find it interesting that currently there are five Assistance Payments Supervisors in our office – all of whom are women – four white and one black. Since our office merged with the Healthy Kids and Plan First Office in 2012 to become the Special Processing Office (SPO), we have only had two people of color as supervisors – both being black women. We have General Office Assistants (GOA) in our office, however, there have been both male and female supervisors, including a Latino male supervisor but at a lower capacity. I am not saying that a supervisor at the GOA level is unsatisfactory, however there has only been two male supervisors at the Assistance Payments Worker (APW) level, both white men, and none for people of color as an APW, Office Director, State Division Administrator, and Program Director – all positions currently held by women. Notably, our Governor is also a female – Gretchen Whitmer and the Director of MDHHS is Elizabeth Hertel. In June 2021, I interviewed for the vacant APW Supervisor position left behind by a white male, but it was determined they were not going to fill the position due to lack of state funding. Hackman & Johnson (2013) state that “Communication is based on the transfer of symbols, which allows individuals to create meaning” (p. 5) and my interpretation of “lack of state funding” was a strategy to sustain vacancy instead of hiring another person of color in a position of power, especially a black male like myself. There are plenty of qualified people of color that are in positions of power working for the State of Michigan, specifically in Detroit due to my historical contacts of business communication, but none elsewhere such as my hometown Lansing. If the State of Michigan is so concerned with diversity, equity, and inclusion, how come there is not enough diversity in positions of power to allow equitable opportunities for qualified candidates to be included as a high-ranking official? Are we considered too “urban”, “ghetto”, or even “mulatto” in the eyes of our corporate oppressors? Do they fear a person of color may challenge their authority for what is right? Do their personal feelings affect job vacancies? Matthew 7:1-2 states, “Judge not, that you be not judged. For with what judgment you judge, you will be judged; and with the measure you use, it will be measured back to you” (The Holy Bible, p. 852). It would be wise for the MDHHS to change their ways in hiring more minorities in the position of power unless they are willing to receive negative publicity and contact from the Department of Civil Rights. Leadership, in my worldview, is not limited to a person’s personal background, but based on the credentials of education, longevity of service, knowledge, integrity, and commitment to the department and citizens of the great state of Michigan.
The Bridge
	This week, I had a lengthy discussion with my supervisor regarding a required e-mail to her and the telecommuting (remote) mailbox when I signed out at the end of my shift. The reason for the e-mail from her was because she noticed my worklog did not have enough work listed, which in turn would result in scrutiny from upper management. The way I interpreted her message in my mind was, “you are not doing enough work” and a possible warning – which I have had happen previously with a different supervisor. She did, however, invite me to call her on Microsoft Teams and I explained that I had a problem with her e-mail. After explaining, she stated I was not in trouble but was merely stating the fact that everything I am doing on the currently assignment must be recorded, especially since we are remotely working. My rebuttal was her delivery of her message sounded demanding which slightly offended me. She asked how she could do better, and I told her that I would like for her to have the communication between us to be healthy and keep reminding her that I am reintroduced to an assignment that began two years ago and am still adjusting – after all with the turnover rate SPO has recently endured. She replied with an apology stating she did not intend to make me feel offended, that she keeps an open-door policy for her staff, understands how difficult to adjust after a near two-year layoff from an assignment, and vowed (as before) to being available when needed.
	My observation of my supervisor’s leadership approach aligns with the situational approach because “A leader’s effectiveness depends on his or her personality, the behavior of followers, the nature of the tasks, and many other contextual factors” (Hackman & Johnson, p. 72). To her credit, she is always willing to investigate problems, assist with system issues, etc., but simultaneously she may be unaware she is being implicitly bias towards me (or others for that matter) as her subordinate(s) if she is under pressure with other job demands. I have only had one male supervisor in 2017 and it was for a brief period, but I felt more comfortable to discuss matters with another male as it was a change in contrast to a female supervisor. To retort, does my office have a bias against hiring male supervisors? Another observation I have noticed, including my time in Oakland County in November, is MDHHS is spearheaded by women statewide in all positions leaving men in the minority. Women of HR (2016) believe several factors benefit women in leadership roles, specifically “it’s better for collaboration” and “women are better communicators” (paras 6 and 7), yet it is difficult as a black male to communicate with multiple women in leadership positions due to not only their job status, but personality. In contrast with my previous supervisors at SPO – all women – my current supervisor value the traits of a servant leader the most because she matches specific traits in the Hackman and Johnson (2013) regarding her professional and personal expressions: “Use personal trust and respect to build bridges and do what’s best for the “whole””, “uses humor to lift others up and make it safe to learn from mistakes”, and “listens deeply and respectfully to others – especially to those who disagree” (p. 360, Box 11.7).
A key recommendation I would explain to my supervisor is to acknowledge the expertise her staff possess, including myself, as they are nearly 20 of us grouped together in different projects that are short-term and long-term. She has acknowledged us in previous staff meetings, yet it would be appreciated if it was done consistently and individually as our office would not have the positive reputation without our expertise. Hackman & Johnson (2013) discuss expert power as it “is based on the person, not the position, in contrast to legitimate power” and “Experts are influential because they supply needed information and skills” (p. 141). Housing information that others lack within the workplace does not mean I am better than them, but rather a vessel that can share necessary information to complete specific tasks, provide and receive training to sustain healthy relationships among colleagues and external partners. My worldview of bridges, figuratively speaking, is how well you connect with others personally and professionally. The road has had its share of smooth and rocky moments, but I have persevered to my thirteenth year in this office through growth. Choi et al. explain in a study that “job autonomy enhances the positive effects of leader behavioral integrity on coworker support and in-role performance of employees” (para 34). My autonomous position with SPO is healthy and water is under “the bridge” because I am satisfied with my supervisor who I also respect, however I feel “flooded” with questions and concerns, I have learned how to voice my opinions to management. How leaders respond to ethical questions surrounding the use of power will go a long way to determining if they cast light or shadow over the lives of followers (Hackman & Johnson, p. 340) known as the challenge of power and it can be challenged by a subordinate such as myself (i.e., reporting to Human Resources) or my supervisor’s supervisor. Bridges may be solid structures and vital pieces of artifacts for crossing over objects as we know, but they weather away as they age and so can relationships. Colossians 3:12-13 state, “Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, longsuffering; bearing with one another, and forgiving one another, if anyone has a complain against another; even as Christ forgave you, so you also must do” (The Holy Bible, p. 1037). Although we serve statewide communities, it is imperative not to forget to serve ourselves because we may “sell ourselves” for potential employment and promotions but should not sell ourselves to coercion and deceit. Lord, I ask you to deliver me through the path of righteousness over the evil that lays below the bridge.
The Marathon Continues
	As mentioned earlier, the ratio of men to women within MDHHS statewide favors women in every position: GOAs, APWs, and management. I did not observe the ratio when I was a student assistant in MDHHS during undergrad, however my opinion was simply, “Maybe not enough men are not interested in working here”. Now, I interpret the lack of male leadership in MDHHS (upper management aside) is how the competitive nature of men carries into the workplace whereas women are less competitive and able to utilize their certain skills (i.e., nurturing) that qualifies them for MDHHS employment. Tench et al. (2017) explains that “men are understood to speak the language that expresses independence, competitiveness and enforces status while women are seen to speak in a way that enables connection and intimacy” (para 10). What I have also noticed during my tenure is that two things: the first is how some women in leadership positions adopt the independence, competitiveness and enforcing status and some men in subordinate positions speak in a way that enables connectivity and intimacy. I want to believe that MDHHS was built solely around women who are willing to assist communities due to the current ratio, but it is uncertain if a definitive answer would be provided. The second thing is the lack of diversity in leadership positions in MDHHS and I cannot help but think that it is intentional that most people of color are “screened out” from either interviewing or passed over for a position of power. Bunn (2019) discusses in his report via Julia Taylor Kennedy that “While 65 percent of black professionals say it’s harder for black employees to advance, only 16 percent of white professionals agree with that statement” (para 13). Although MDHHS does not have current data for each office, my observations in my office mentioned in the introduction explains the disparities men and people of color continue to encounter in corporate America. It would be groundbreaking if I were to become the first black male supervisor in SPO because it would mean the culture of our office is finally “turning the corner” in making leadership positions available and provide hope for other people of color. 
Hackman & Johnson (2013) mention primary and secondary mechanisms, however the focus here is role-modeling, meaning to “Become a coach and teacher to followers, particularly to those who are directly underneath you on the organizational ladder” (p. 242). Not everyone is comfortable with their supervisor for their own reasons, but I can suspect factors such as asynchronous contact, implicit bias, and a victim of authoritarian leadership, however SPO should provide an opportunity for leadership change if they value their employees and I belief I fit that capacity. For example, I have trained a co-worker on client employment and training referrals due to requiring a backup to completing these tasks in my absence and thanking them prior to and upon my return. Another example is explaining in detail to my supervisor the severity of the employment and training referrals are, how it is completed, and the response process. A third example is simplifying business processes for colleagues when we were in Oakland County during our mandated reassignment to complete Disaster Food Assistance Program interviews and applications accurately and efficiently despite the pandemic. With knowledge comes credibility, discussed by Hackman & Johnson (2013), stating to “Use statements that reveal that you are “human” with similar emotions, limitations, and experiences as your audience” (p. 168). Two of my colleagues have stated to me that they support me in becoming an SPO supervisor based on my attention to detail and youth to my surprise, and for that I am grateful. In contrast, Sanders (2007) explains that “Jealousy is a common weapon of the devil” (p. 163) therefore someone in the screening process and/or interview panel may find a loophole and use it as a launchpad to provide black men like myself from climbing the corporate ladder. Sometimes I wonder, does upper management employ a specific strategy to keep a limit of minorities, including black men, in certain positions? If so, it would contradict one of its rules in prohibiting discrimination including employees and defeats the purpose of diversity, equity, and inclusion by using it as a false narrative for all State of Michigan departments.
Wingfield (2018) makes a valid point regarding black men in professional settings by stating, “This comes from the fact that fitting in with white colleagues has its limits, and from the sense that only other black men can really understand the challenges associated with being black and male in these spaces — the persistent negative stereotyping, the complicated dance of managing interactions with white women to avoid appearing threatening, the need to avoid ever being perceived as the “angry black man” (para 9). What troubles my situation in MDHHS is the feeling of (still) being assumed as angry when expressing concern and unworthy as a black male in a white female-dominated organization and they cannot understand my worldview because they are not in my position yet benefiting from white privilege to gain a professional (and socioeconomical) advantage. In the Wingfield (2018) article, she quotes an engineer stating, “As Max, an engineer, put it, “If you’re male and African American, you don’t have the double bias [that women face]” (para 8) which I disagree with based on my last sentence. I will always have double bias as a black and male in corporate America and it is still a work of progress to allow more qualified black men, such as myself, into positions of power. Out of the 17 Executive Staff across MDHHS, there is one black man and one black woman which is a start, but why are offices like SPO allowing this opportunity to happen? Being an APW in this office for over 11 years have been rewarding, but this occupation is not my destination. For example, Demetrius Starling is the MDHHS Executive Director of the Children’s Services Agency and his education includes a bachelor’s degree from Ferris State University (State of Michigan, 2022) and he is a black male. He captures my interest because he is a black male serving in a leadership position by being provided an opportunity to continue serving the State of Michigan in a higher capacity and being an example other black men can aspire to be inside and outside of state government. Hackman & Johnson (2013) state, “Leadership development is essential to building adaptive capacity” and “Adaptive leaders make sure that employees have an opportunity to lead on the job” regarding the fourth quality of an adaptive organization called build leadership capacity. 
Here is a second recommendation I would provide to the SPO Office Director and State Division Administrator – when searching for candidates for a leadership position within SPO, like myself, consider not only my background, but my educational and professional experience as an integral part of our office’s success capable to “involve complex, strategic issues that have a significant impact on an organization” with high levels of responsibility (Hackman & Johnson, p. 383). For 13 years, I have paid my dues to an organization that includes receiving multiple awards but find myself marching in the same position. Perhaps I am living my own “Bloody Sunday” in comparison to the crossing of the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama that “galvanized public opinion and mobilized Congress to pass the Voting Rights Act” (Klein, 2020), but attempting to change the narrative and leadership occupation within MDHHS to feature more black men. The citizens we serve include black Michiganders, but why does MDHHS lack to serve its black employees into superior roles, especially men? Are they afraid that men will dominate the department like other societal platforms? I should heed the Hackman & Johnson (2013) text because “If you want to keep hope alive, you must first believe that you can take charge of your life and persist in the face of obstacles” to sustain hope (p. 171). God has brought me this far in life, so I know he has a plan for me, and I trust him more than man. Sanders (2007) also makes a valid point when stating, “When we lead by persuasion rather than command, patience is essential” (p. 83), therefore I am serving and leading others with an awaiting opportunity unbeknownst to me. To quote the late hip-hop artist Nipsey Hussle, “Most important thing is to get rid of doubt. If you got doubt in what you’re doing it’s not gonna work” (Juma, para 9). My marathon will continue with God and without doubt for the Bible says in Matthew 21:21, “So Jesus answered and said to them, Assuredly, I say to you, if you have faith and do not doubt, you will not only do what was done to the fig tree, but also if you say to this mountain, ‘Be removed and be case into the sea’, it will be done” (p. 868). I must trust the process of the workplace including more diversity and equity as it is not only a marathon, but a journey.
Conclusion
Throughout my MDHHS career, I have discovered myself as being flexible and humble while evolving personally, professionally, and spiritually. As a GOA, I served as a servant follower because I wanted “to remain in a follower role rather than to seek a leadership position” (Hackman & Johnson, p. 362) at that time. Less than two years later, I recognized my courageous followership and decided to apply for the APW position. I did not receive an initial offer, however I was offered by our then-Director and then-supervisor the position and I accepted. The courage to assume responsibility, as Hackman & Johnson discuss, in courageous followership is “to take initiative to change organizational culture by challenging rules and mindsets and by improving processes” (p. 363), and at that time I was the first black male APW in our office (pre-SPO). My journey has lead me from a sub economically challenged background, which is common in black households, to graduating high school with honors, and graduating with my undergrad degree from Michigan State University. I have served others for the last 13 years professionally, but it is time to serve myself for a greater purpose to find the courage to challenge all barriers that lay before me. Coqual (2019) cites a quote from former Chairman and CEO of American Express Kenneth Cheneault stating, “It’s embarrassing because there are thousands of [Black] people who are just as qualified or more qualified than I am who deserve the opportunity, but haven’t been given the opportunity” (p. 3). If the State of Michigan does not discriminate and supports diversity, equity, and inclusion, give black people an equal opportunity on all levels of employment. I find myself asking if upper management within the Economic Stability Administration participate in the same trainings as we do because if so, they should be able to provide “positive reinforcement for positive new behaviors” (Hackman & Johnson, p. 366) to encourage the courage to participate in transformation.
The word human in MDHHS is synonymous with everyone, including blacks, so we should be reflective of serving our citizens but also our black employees with the same opportunities as our white counterparts and not hold us to racial disparities leading to mental health crises, crime, poverty, drug and alcohol abuse, and systemic racism that has dismantled the black community for decades. Sanders (2007) state, “Leaders take lessons from the past, but never sacrifice the future for the sake of mere continuity” (p. 67), so if speaking up against issues within the organization, I would have to thank the late Congressman John Lewis for his “good trouble” and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. for leading the march over the Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama to challenge voting rights for black Americans. Here is a final recommendation for all the MDHHS executives from top to bottom: See us for our contributions to the department, skillset, knowledge, and education instead of sustaining a system designed for damage. Men and women can accomplish tasks together in MDHHS, but our diverse society does not exist without the equity of citizens and employees and include an opportunity for all. Revelation 12:14 says “Here is the patience of the saints, here are those who keep the commandments of God and the faith of Jesus” (The Holy Bible, p. 1089). And there it is – faith in Christ will guide me on the bridge of opportunity as life is a marathon that will continue through salvation. The table is set in greener pastures for me, for I am ready to be an example to others like me but vary, educated like me but impartial, and think like me but embraced. Questions will continue within the workforce altogether, but positive solutions should be a workforce goal for all. For with what judgment you judge, you will be judged; and with the measure you use, it will be measured back to you” (The Holy Bible, p. 852).
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