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The Black Church: Theology and Implications 
for Counseling African Americans

Researchers, scholars and counseling practitioners note the differences in help-seeking behaviors among racial and 
ethnic minority clients. With African Americans in particular, researchers attribute some of these differences to 
African Americans’ preference for relying on their spiritual and religious communities (i.e., the Black Church) for 
support in dealing with mental health issues rather than seeking help from professional mental health counseling 
resources. However, less articulated in the literature are the rationales behind this preference. Because of the 
salience of spirituality and religion in the African-American community, it behooves counselors to increase their 
knowledge of the African-American religious experience. This article provides an overview of the history of the 
Black Church, its theological foundations, implications for culturally competent counseling and recommendations 
for counselors in practice.
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     Kuczewski (2007) asserted that helping professionals often are charged to care for “vulnerable persons 
facing difficult situations and tragic choices” (p. 9). Often, within the counseling context, client spirituality is an 
important part of the healing process. There is substantial evidence that one’s religious life is a critical feature 
of the developmental process and can serve to improve one’s overall well-being (Cashwell & Young, 2011). 
Further, researchers have found positive benefits to incorporating spirituality and faith into one’s life, including 
improved physical (Matthews et al., 1998) and psychological (Joubert, 2010) health. Therefore, counselors are 
expected to assess the impact of a client’s spirituality and religion on his or her mental health and overall well-
being (Cashwell & Watts, 2010). Moreover, attending to the spiritual needs of clients is an essential part of 
developing culturally sensitive treatment plans and recommendations (Kuczewski, 2007). 

     Not unlike other racial groups, African-American families rely on spirituality as a source of support as they 
face various challenges. These challenges include both systemic oppressions (e.g., overt racism) and familial 
stressors (e.g., parenting). Given these life stressors, perhaps spirituality and religion offer some explanation 
as to why African Americans are better adjusted and more psychologically well than some experts expect and 
predict (Bell-Tolliver & Wilkerson, 2011).

     Nearly 80% of African Americans identify religion as important compared to only 50% of the general 
population (Pew Research Center, 2009). Further, a majority of African Americans identify as Christian, 
and 50% of African Americans attend church services weekly. The majority of African Americans attend a 
predominantly African-American church (Pew Research Center, 2009). Many African Americans identify God 
as a core aspect of their coping, and rely on their religion and spirituality during difficult life transitions (Bell-
Tolliver & Wilkerson, 2011; Whitley, 2012). Additionally, African Americans assert that attending worship 
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services and Bible study, being involved in their churches, having devotion time, and listening to religious 
sermons and gospel music allow them to conceptualize their struggles within the larger struggle between good 
and evil, or God and the devil (Whitley, 2012).

     Because of the salience of spirituality and religion in the experience of African Americans, it behooves 
professional counselors to increase their knowledge and awareness of the African-American religious 
experience, particularly as it relates to psychological health. Several researchers (Ayalon & Young, 2005; 
Woodward, 2011) have found that African Americans tend to seek professional counseling at a much lower 
rate than other racial and ethnic populations. Further, African Americans often choose their spiritual leaders 
and churches as resources for their mental health needs instead of professional counselors (Ayalon & Young, 
2005). Thus, one area of the African-American religious experience that needs further attention from counselors 
is the Black Church. The Black Church is the term used in popular culture and scholarly literature to refer to 
the overall institution that encompasses individual, predominantly African-American Christian congregations 
(Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).

     In order to understand the Black Church and the people who worship therein, counselors must familiarize 
themselves with the historical context and theological underpinnings that frame the Black Church and likely 
influence individual parishioners’ help-seeking behaviors. The purpose of this article is to provide a brief 
overview of the history and development of the Black Church, built upon unique theological foundations. These 
elements of history and theology have important implications for counselors working with religious African-
American clients.

History of the Black Church

     Similar to African-American communities, the Black Church has experienced change, progression, 
challenges, struggle and resilience. Counselors must understand the historical role and relevance of the Black 
Church in African-American communities in order to better understand African-American mental health help-
seeking behaviors. This section will provide an overview of the Black Church’s inception during slavery, its role 
in the Civil Rights Era and its relevance in the lives of many African Americans in the 21st century. This history 
will provide counselors with a context for understanding the Church’s salience in the lives of many of their 
religious African-American clients.

The Black Church and Slavery
     During slavery, many plantation owners forbade more than five slaves to gather at a time without 
supervision by a White overseer. Although slaves possessed a desire for religious and spiritual expression, 
this rule complicated their ability to assemble for worship services and stifled their sense of community and 
opportunities for fellowship. Thus, in fear of repercussions for breaking these rules, slaves resorted to informal 
worship gatherings in secret locations (e.g., swamps and wooded areas; see Frazier, 1963; Lincoln, 1973). 
Eventually, during the mid-1700s, these informal gatherings became less secretive and more visible (Pinn, 
2011), laying the foundation for the institution that would be become known as the Black Church. The churches 
became the epicenter of the slaves’ community and a place of education and fellowship that slaves lacked 
elsewhere on the plantation.

     During the genesis of the Black Church, plantation owners feared that if slaves were able to read the 
Bible, their proclivity to defer hopes of freedom until after death would decrease, and a surge of strength and 
demand for emancipation would emerge. Slave masters feared that slaves would acquire a comprehensive 
knowledge of Scripture that would illuminate the flaws and Biblical inconsistencies of a despotic slave system. 
With a comprehensive knowledge of Scripture, slaves would have an increasingly difficult time reconciling a 
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Biblically based system that would capture and enslave innocent people (Taylor, Thornton, & Chatters, 1987). 
As predicted, slaves became discontented with their situation and used the Church as a means to bring about 
change. As slaves’ Scriptural knowledge grew, so did their frustration with organized religion, particularly 
Christianity. Slaves viewed Christianity as another vehicle used by Whites to advance oppression (Lincoln & 
Mamiya, 1990).

     Slave masters and their families treated slaves poorly even though they worshipped together in the same 
buildings. Instead of church being a sacred haven away from maltreatment, it was another opportunity for 
Whites to exert their power, which became overwhelming for many Blacks (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Thus, 
slaves incepted their own churches out of a desire to have their own worship places on Southern plantations and 
escape discrimination on Sunday mornings (Lincoln, 1973). Richard Allen inaugurated the first Black church 
of the Methodist denomination in 1807 (Wilmore, 1998). The formation of the Black Methodist churches was 
considered a visceral response to the Methodist tradition of having segregated churches for Blacks and Whites. 
This departure of Blacks from the Methodist Church was one of the first major civil rights protests by African 
Americans (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Subsequently, African Americans formed predominantly African-
American congregations of Baptist, Presbyterian and Episcopal denominations (DuBois, 1903), setting the stage 
for the prominent emergence of the Black Church during the Civil Rights Era. Slaves felt that they could be 
themselves and their status as slaves did not subsume their identity in these churches. These services provided 
therapeutic relief and a departure from the pressures and brutality experienced on the plantation (Wilmore, 
1998).

     In essence, church services and religious and spiritual resources operated much like counseling sessions. 
Slaves found hope in the Scriptural promises of a future void of oppression. They looked forward to death 
as a transition from suffering on earth to a promise of reward and deliverance in Heaven (Johnston, 1954; 
Wilmore, 1998). Slaves especially could relate to the persecution and torment of Jesus Christ, the pivotal figure 
of Christianity. In fact, slaves even likened the crucifixion experienced by Christ to the popularized practice of 
lynching Black men (Pinn, 2010; Terrell, 1998). Terrell (1998) further elaborated that the connection between 
Jesus and slaves also was related to the Bible story of Judas betraying Jesus for economic compensation. Slaves 
knew that White plantation owners betrayed, captured and brought them to America for others’ economic gain 
(Pinn, 2011; Terrell, 1998).

     Although slaves faced horrendous conditions on plantations, counseling services obviously were not 
available as a support and therapeutic release. During this time, the Church was the primary resource for support 
and change during life challenges. It is likely that this proclivity to seek support from the Church began during 
slavery and continues today. This historical precedent could help explain why African Americans are less likely 
than many other racial/ethnic groups to seek support from professional counselors (Ayalon & Young, 2005).

The Black Church and Civil Rights
     During the 1950s and 1960s, the Black Church became increasingly more autonomous as it began expanding 
doctrinal beliefs, electing leaders and even creating seminary institutions to educate its leaders (Lincoln, 1973). 
Further, the Black Church offered a platform for activists to promote messages of equal rights for African 
Americans (Chandler, 2010). The Black Church worked at both the macro and micro levels of society. For 
example, on the macro level, large institutions such as the NAACP garnered support (e.g., financial, emotional) 
from the Black Church (Chandler, 2010). At a more micro level, individuals with difficulty fulfilling financial 
obligations received economic assistance. The Black Church’s growing financial independence initiated the 
self-help doctrine, as African Americans could not rely on support from outside sources. African Americans 
learned that in order to survive they had to support themselves financially, mentally, emotionally and socially 
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(Littlefield, 2005). It is possible that African Americans may still maintain this perspective, and therefore may 
be less likely to seek support from resources such as professional counselors.

     Particularly during the Civil Rights Era, the Black Church was a place that Blacks could experience 
prestige, rank and authority otherwise denied them by outside institutions, which were typically dominated 
by the majority culture (Douglas & Hopson, 2001). Thus, many African Americans may be distrustful of 
the counseling relationship, as it may reflect the larger dominant culture from which they have experienced 
exclusion and oppression (Sue & Sue, 2013). 

The Black Church in the 21st Century
     While the Black Church of past decades struggled with achieving equal rights in the community, the 
contemporary Black Church faces its own set of unique challenges. These challenges are related to health (e.g., 
HIV/AIDS) and social issues (e.g., welfare reform, disproportionately high unemployment rates for African 
Americans; Billingsley & Caldwell, 1994). Nonetheless, African Americans have certainly made considerable 
strides in advancement compared to previous decades, notably in the areas of education. Many argue that 
these strides should be attributed, at least in large part, to the efforts of the Black Church (Byrd, 2001). These 
strides are particularly important as the African-American community faces issues such as disproportionate 
rates of physical illness, financial strains, anxiety, depression and familial concerns (U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 2001; 2011). Although these challenges may seem daunting for African-American 
communities and the Black Church in particular, scholars encourage the Black Church to draw on the strength 
that brought it through turbulent times such as slavery and the Civil Rights Era (Billingsley & Caldwell, 1994). 
Given the historical involvement of the Black Church in all aspects of the individual lives of African Americans, 
it is understandable that many African Americans may view their local churches as a viable alternative resource 
to professional counselors. Therefore, counselors should involve themselves in African-American communities 
and familiarize themselves with local churches. Counselors have a unique opportunity to partner with Black 
churches in their communities to build trust, decrease stigma around help seeking, assist in combating concerns 
facing many African Americans and learning about the impact of Black Church theology.

Black Church Theology

     Just as it is important to understand the historical context of the Black Church, it is imperative to understand 
the Black Church’s foundational belief systems in order to thoroughly understand its roles and functions. 
Theology unites the collective Black Church, but also differentiates between local congregations. Often, 
individual churches and denominations vary in theological principles, and therefore differ in how they execute 
beliefs about their purpose, roles and responsibilities (Barber, 2011; Lincoln, 1974). Often, the Black Church is 
mistaken as a homogenous grouping of individual churches. However, theological differences make this a false 
pretense (Barber, 2011). These theological positions can serve as overarching guiding principles and influences 
for parishioners’ individual lives and their choices, including decisions about seeking help from professional 
counselors.

     Although theological differences exist, most Black churches unite in the theological belief that during 
worship services their members experience a personal visitation from Jesus. Typically, this theological notion 
guides the way services are conducted. This visitation could be manifested through rituals and practices such 
as shouting, singing gospel songs and hymns, or speaking in tongues. To that end, Moore (2003) noted these 
behaviors as examples of the liberal and animated worship that often is indicative of the Black Church. Other 
practices that are common to the Black Church and reflective of its theology may befuddle those unfamiliar 
with the structure of the Black Church service. For example, members of the Black Church may be more likely 
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to reference God and Jesus interchangeably in spiritual practices, such as prayer, which could be confusing to 
some outside observers (Johnson, 2010).

     These complexities could confuse counselors not immersed in Black Church culture. Moreover, many 
observers question the variations in theology and the often ambivalent character of an institution that can 
be so progressive on one hand, yet quite rooted in traditional theology on the other hand. This apparent 
ambiguity gives many observers pause (Douglas & Hopson, 2001). The religious theology that guides the 
Black Church can provide helpful insight for counselors interested in increasing their multicultural competence 
and understanding of African-American clients. Often, this theology can influence individual congregation 
members’ personal lives, including how they make choices regarding whether to seek professional counseling. 
The following section elaborates on various theologies and how they may manifest in African-American clients.

Liberation Theology
     James Cone’s liberation theology is one of the most prevailing schools of thought in the Black Church 
(McBeth, 1981). According to liberation theology, African Americans took Christianity, traditionally perceived 
as a White man’s religion, and adapted it to the plights and triumphs of African Americans. Compared to other 
theologies, liberation theology is seen as a comprehensive theology because it considers how individuals 
view God and how they interact with one another. According to liberation theology, the Black Church offered 
oppressed Blacks a sense of freedom rarely experienced in their day-to-day lives. The Black Church was a 
place where African Americans had the opportunity to gather and vent about their problems as a community. 
Additionally, the Black Church was a place where change could be created and enacted (McBeth, 1981). 
While other theologies focus on Caucasians as oppressors, churches whose members ascribe to liberation 
theology tend to focus less on the oppression and more on the freedom that is felt when congregation members 
experience fellowship with one another (Burrow, 1994). Because slaves viewed the master–slave relationship 
as the epitome of evil, African Americans placed a significant emphasis on forming and preserving healthy 
relationships (Burrow, 1994; Douglas & Hopson, 2001). Liberation theology values addressing people 
holistically, emphasizing the connection of the body and the mind (Burrow, 1994).

Alternate Society Theology
     Frazier’s idea of the alternate society is somewhat similar to liberation theology, in that he proposed that the 
Black Church should operate as a sovereign society where African Americans would be able to fully express 
their authentic selves (see McBeth, 1981). Frazier founded this theology upon the belief that Caucasians 
did not understand African Americans, and therefore could not adequately meet their needs (Frazier, 1963). 
Frazier endorsed the idea that the Black Church would be a separate nation within the United States and 
would meet the needs of African-American communities in ways beyond just the spiritual. Optimally, the 
Black Church would be able to produce education centers, financial institutions, housing and a social outlet 
(Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Ironically, Frazier acknowledged that this alternate society would further inhibit 
Blacks from successfully acculturating in the majority culture in which they were expected to live and function 
(Frazier, 1963). It is likely that churches ascribing to this theology believe they will be able to meet both the 
psychological and spiritual needs of congregation members. In fact, in churches where this philosophy is 
predominant, it is possible that members who seek guidance from church leaders may be discouraged from 
seeking services such as professional counseling outside the Black Church.

Other-Worldly and This-Worldly Theology
     Other-worldly churches are those whose members believe in deferring freedom and reward until after death. 
In other words, these churches’ members are more accepting of present pain and suffering since they believe 
they will experience relief posthumously in Heaven. Spiritual songs birthed to comfort, direct and relieve 
Black slaves became a critical part of other-worldly theology. These songs have served as a reminder that 
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earthly suffering is temporary and an eternal promise of heavenly peace awaits upon death (Cashwell & Young, 
2011). Also, pastors serve as an important mouthpiece for other-worldly theology. During slavery, preachers 
often delivered sermons reminding listeners of life after death, a life that contrasted with the current reality of 
enslavement. Today, although some of the challenges facing African Americans may be different, some pastors 
continue to uphold messages of enduring present suffering and awaiting the promises that accompany death 
(Wilmore, 1998). Attendees of other-worldly churches may be less likely to present in counseling, but when 
they do, it is critical for the counselor to understand that the client may be less oriented to solving his or her 
problem and more oriented to focusing on life after death. Failing to understand and embrace this perspective 
might lead some counselors to focus prematurely on problem-solving tasks that might damage the therapeutic 
relationship.

     Conversely, this-worldly churches typically advocate explicitly for Blacks to experience earthly freedom 
and happiness. For example, whereas a member of an other-worldly church may be satisfied with receiving 
physical healing through death, a member of a this-worldly church may pursue other avenues to minimize pain 
and suffering and delay death as much as possible (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). These ideas about suffering also 
could manifest in one’s attitudes about psychological health and needs for counseling. Clients from this-worldly 
churches may possess a greater sense of urgency to seek counseling during times of psychological discomfort 
compared to clients from other-worldly churches, who may be less inclined to alleviate emotional distress.

Recommendations for Counselors

     Sue and Sue (2013) challenged culturally competent counselors to appreciate and incorporate clients’ history, 
worldviews and life experiences into the counseling relationship. One critical dimension of those considerations 
is clients’ religious and spiritual backgrounds (Cashwell & Young, 2011). Specifically, for religious African-
American clients, this process involves examining the intersection of at least two social identities (i.e., what it 
means to the client to be religious and what it means to be African American; Roccas & Brewer, 2002). One 
essential aspect of many African Americans’ identity is the Black Church and the expression of its various 
theological perspectives. Thus, it is important that counseling practitioners, counselor educators and clinical 
supervisors are aware of the nuances of the Black Church and African-American religion and spirituality. 
Additionally, counseling professionals should be aware of the theology of each individual client’s local church, 
which could influence communal beliefs about symptomology and counseling. Counselors should use this 
information to increase understanding and inform accurate diagnoses, as well as competent treatment plans and 
recommendations (Association for Spiritual, Ethical, and Religious Values in Counseling [ASERVC], 2009; 
Cashwell & Watts, 2010). To that end, counselors can incorporate the following strategies in recruiting and 
retaining African-American clients who identify as religious and as members of the Black Church.

     African-American clients active in churches with particular theologies (e.g., alternate society theology 
and other-worldly theology) may be disinclined to seek counseling services outside the church. Congregants 
may receive messages that the church can take care of all of their concerns, including mental health issues. 
Moreover, many churches (particularly within the alternate society theological tradition) may offer programs 
(e.g., financial seminars to address income-related stress) that attend to many of the needs of church members. 
In these cases, members may not feel a need to go outside to professional counselors. These clients may not 
voluntarily seek services from professional counselors even when their presenting concerns may warrant 
intervention. Thus, it is important for counselors to contact local Black Church congregations to establish 
relationships, form trust and increase visibility. Rather than depending on African Americans to initiate 
communication with mental health professionals, counselors can volunteer outreach services and host programs 
at local churches in an effort to increase access to African Americans. Counselors are expected to operate as 
advocates and proponents of change for their clients (Sue & Sue, 2013); often the Black Church is a hub of 
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social justice advocacy efforts within African-American communities (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Traditionally, 
programs in the Black Church have provided clothing, substance abuse services, tutoring, mentoring and 
nonreligious education services (Tsitsos, 2003). Counselors can partner with the advocacy efforts of the Black 
Church to help church members in need. These needs range from issues within the family to more systemic 
issues that affect a large number of African Americans (e.g., unemployment, poverty, AIDS/HIV, incarceration, 
anxiety, depression). These efforts may increase church members’ comfort level with counseling and decrease 
stigma associated with seeking help. 

     Specifically, counselors can connect with local pastors, since pastors are very influential in the Black Church 
and African-American communities in general (Billingsley & Caldwell, 1994; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Mattis 
et al., 2007; Roberts, 1994). Often, the pastoral role extends beyond spiritual responsibilities, as the majority 
of African Americans prefer to seek psychological help from their pastors rather than professional counselors 
(Ayalon & Young, 2005; Chatters et al., 2011). Pastors may be more likely to refer congregation members to 
trusted counselors who are visible in their community. Counselors likewise have the opportunity to learn more 
about the pastors’ approaches to responding to mental health needs in their congregations.

     In addition, theology is important for counselors in formulating client conceptualizations and treatment 
recommendations. In particular, counselors should be aware of when the client’s beliefs about healing juxtapose 
with the professional’s knowledge of science (Kuczeweski, 2007), and where counselor biases might be 
imposed on the client. For example, it is important that counselors are cautious in labeling presenting concerns 
as problematic when working with a client from a church that focuses on liberation theology. Such clients may 
choose to focus less on the presenting concern and instead take a more strength-based, optimistic perspective. 
Clients who attend churches that emphasize liberation theology may be open to more holistic treatment 
recommendations and reluctant to rely on psychotropic medications to alleviate symptoms. Thus, counselors 
should be aware of this preference when referring clients to a psychiatrist and suggesting medication as a part of 
the treatment plan.

     Counselors are encouraged to work from theoretical orientations that are sensitive and inclusive of clients’ 
religious and spiritual identities (ASERVC, 2009). Since theology is an important part of many religious 
African Americans’ identities, the counselor should be careful not to approach the counseling relationship 
from a theoretical orientation that contradicts the client’s theological orientation. The biopsychosocial-spiritual 
model (Cairns, 2011: Engel, 1977) is a culturally sensitive theoretical framework that allows for a client to be 
holistically assessed from a biological, psychological, social and spiritual perspective. With the addition of the 
spirituality component to the traditional biopsychosocial model, the religious coping strategies of many African-
American clients have been considered, addressed and appreciated (Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 
1999). Further, the importance of addressing people holistically, emphasizing the connection of the body and 
the mind, is rooted in liberation theology (Burrow, 1994). In this regard, it appears that the spiritually founded 
liberation theology of the Church and the biopsychosocial-spiritual model may complement one another well. 
Leaders of the Black Church may not automatically articulate views using the language of the biopsychosocial-
spiritual, but are likely to be able to do so using the language of liberation theology. Thus, it is incumbent 
upon counseling professionals to probe deeper into the intersections of Black Church theology and counseling 
models.

     Counselors should educate themselves on current events and issues that may be affecting the African-
American community in general (e.g., recent events in Ferguson, Missouri) and their clients in particular. 
Although many of these issues could be disheartening (e.g., disproportionate representation of African 
Americans in many vulnerable populations), counselors also should be aware of advancements made within 
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the African-American community and work from a strength-based developmental approach that honors 
the uniqueness of the African-American community in general, and in particular, the Black Church. This 
perspective is vital, as many references to African Americans are negative, given their disproportionate 
representation in many vulnerable populations. It could be tempting for counselors to focus on the negative; 
however, focusing on the positive and acknowledging advancements could serve as a corrective experience for 
many African Americans.

     Because of the centrality of relationships within the Black community, counselors should consider 
social supports, such as church members, who could serve as great resources for clients during and after the 
counseling process. For example, counselors should be open to consulting with spiritual advisors and referring 
clients to their pastors if deemed appropriate. Historically, church members have served as an extended family 
for many African Americans (Ellison, Musick, & Henderson, 2008; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Therefore, 
fellow church members also could be included in the counseling process, both within and outside counseling 
sessions as resources and support systems.

     Counselors should invite clients to talk about recent worship services and spiritual experiences in counseling 
sessions. It is important that this encouragement is made from a curious stance that is noncritical and 
nonjudgmental. This invitation not only allows the client to integrate his or her spirituality into counseling, but 
also allows the counselor to learn more about the client’s religious background and preferences, as well as his or 
her specific church culture.

     A counselor also can incorporate creative interventions that integrate a client’s religious and spiritual 
influences. For example, the counselor could invite the client to compile a list of his or her favorite gospel 
songs as a musical chronology and emerging life song. This process allows client and counselor to extrapolate 
themes and values that are important to the client (Cashwell & Young, 2011; Duffey, 2005). Given the historical 
importance of spirituals, the client could write songs or use existing songs to help articulate presenting concerns 
to his or her counselor. Additionally, the counselor becomes privy to the client’s spiritual values and theological 
beliefs by listening to song lyrics. Similar interventions might include asking the client to create a list of favorite 
Biblical stories or specific scriptures. Additionally, the counselor can ask the client to construct a spirituality 
genogram, which can provide invaluable information about the role of the Church in the client’s family and its 
influence on their individual lives (Cashwell & Young, 2011).

Conclusion

     Researchers, scholars and counseling practitioners have noted the differences in help-seeking behaviors 
among racial and ethnic minority clients. With African Americans in particular, researchers have attributed 
some of these differences to African Americans’ preference for seeking help from spiritual resources rather 
than professional counseling resources. When exploring the mental health help-seeking behaviors of African 
Americans, it is imperative to pay particularly close attention to the role of religion, the Black Church and 
theology in the counseling experiences of many African-American clients. Learning more about various 
theological traditions and working from a culture-centered framework can substantively increase the quality of 
counseling services. 
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