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ABSTRACT 
 
 
CHERRY ESTELHOMME 

AFRICAN AMERICAN CLERGY ENGAGING IN PASTORAL CARE AND 

COUNSELING AND AFFIRMATIVE COUNSELING WITH SEXUAL MINORITIES 

Under the direction of W. DAVID LANE, Ph.D. 

 
 

This qualitative research study will look at how African American Pastors and 

clergy members offer effective Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling 

regardless of their theological understanding of homosexuality and same-sex marriage, in 

the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights. In the African American 

community, clergy members are frequently viewed as the binding agent that holds all 

things together, including influencing family stability and areas of social concern. These 

clergy members have been tasked with counseling parishioners who are dealing with 

some of the most complex questions and patterns of thought, including political issues of 

social, racial, and economic equality.  

African American clergy members tend to preach scriptural texts from a literal 

point of view especially regarding sexual morality and have traditionally been strongly 

opposed to same sex marriage (Robertson, & Avent, 2016). These same ethnic minorities 

were accused of perpetrating the same discrimination that has held down their own 

disadvantaged racial communities. (Brown, 2007). However, for many of these clergy 
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members, the debate has not always been about civil and/or legal rights, instead the 

argument against same-sex marriage had more to do with Biblical interpretation and 

moral standings (Barnes, 2013; Waweru, 2009).  

Keywords: African American, clergy, Pastor, The Black Church, marriage, same-

sex marriage, Pastoral Care and Counseling, Affirmative Counseling/Therapy, interracial 

marriage, homosexual, homosexuality, homophobic, heterosexual, heteronormative, 

heterosexist, gender, pastoral care, race, religion, theology, Biblical interpretation, 

morality, civil rights, race relations. 
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ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

This dissertation is divided into five chapters. The first chapter is the formal 

introduction of the topic which looks at how African American Pastors and clergy 

members offer effective Pastoral Care and Counseling, regardless of their theological 

understanding of same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, 

and civil rights. Chapter One also talks about the background of the subject matter along 

with the statement of the problem and why this is a relevant dissertation topic. In the 

latter part of the first chapter the research question is discussed. The research question is 

listed as: How do African American Pastors and clergy members attempt to offer 

effective Pastoral Care and Counseling regardless of their theological understanding of 

same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights? 

Also, in the first chapter is a list of notable operational definitions and terms that will be 

used throughout this dissertation.  

Chapter Two focused on the literature review. For the sake of organization, this 

author started with the historical definition of marriage, then moved onto the Christian 

definition of marriage. From there this author started dissecting the issue further by 

looking at marriage in the African culture, then moved on to marriage in the African 

American slave context. Next, the dissertation study looked at marriage for the African 

American citizen, post-slavery. This study also looked at civil rights issues for the 

African American citizen as well as the legal fight towards the acceptance of interracial 
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marriage. This author then dealt with the subject of marriage in The Black Church and 

the role of the African American clergy member, as well as Pastoral Care and Counseling 

and Affirmative Counseling. The final focal topics, in Chapter Two of this dissertation 

study, are same-sex marriage and marriage equality.  

 Chapter Three is the methodology for this dissertation. This chapter starts with an 

understanding of Qualitative Methodology. In this chapter, this author explains the 

difference between Qualitative and Quantitative Methodology, as well as the rationale for 

utilizing Qualitative Research. In this chapter, this author took an in-depth look at the 

Grounded Theory Methodology along with the rationale for using Grounded Theory for 

this particular study. The Grounded Theory Guidelines of Coding and Memo Writing 

were also discussed in Chapter Three of this dissertation. In Chapter Three this author 

looked at the pre-approved pilot study and explained the relevance it would have to this 

dissertation study. This author explained relevant findings of the pilot study and dissected 

results that helped formulate the semi-structured interview questions.  

Chapter Four looked at the results of those qualitative interviews and organized 

them into themes and subthemes, along with a summary of each corresponding theme.  

Chapter Five discussed the findings and the overall summation of the dissertation.  In the 

final chapter of this dissertation, this author identified patterns and roadblocks that clergy 

members may face while engaging in Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative 

Counseling with Sexual Minorities.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The Black Church (TBC) and the African American Christian Clergy leaders that 

serve there historically have strict views of morality that oppose and boldly stand against 

same-sex marriage and relationships (Chaney, Shirisia, & Skogrand, 2016; Brown, 2007). 

Within these church organizations, Pastors and clergy members have dealt with issues of 

perceived sexual immorality by either preaching boldly against it or publicly ignoring it 

(Barnes, 2013). Research (Adside, 2017; Barnes, 2013; Brown, 2007) has shown that 

many parishioners, who have dealt with sexual identity crisis, felt as though TBC has 

discriminated against them by creating a homophobic and heteronormative worship 

atmosphere (Pitt, 2010). Members of the Lesbian, Gay, Bi-Sexual, 

Transgender/Transsexual, and Queer (LGBTQ) community have also felt a lack of 

emotional and social support from their church leaders, especially in the area of Pastoral 

Care and Affirmative Counseling (Robertson, & Avent, 2016). 

The Black Church has been defined as a community of churches that are diverse 

in origin, denomination, doctrine, spiritual expression, and size, that share a special 

history and culture (Collins, & Perry, 2015; Avent, & Cashwell, 2015). It has 

traditionally functioned as an independent and mostly autonomous institution that strives 

to meet the social, spiritual, religious, and communal needs of the African American 

community (Plunkett, 2014). TBC has been heralded as the hub of the Black community, 
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in that it acts as a social and political liaison between the minorities and the world in 

which they live (Lincoln, & Mamiya, 1990; Plunkett, 2014).  

TBC was born during the oppressive years of slavery as missionaries from the 

West sought to convert the new African residents of this country (Walvin, 2008). It was 

during this time that many Africans turned to Christianity because of promises of 

freedom, liberty, and literacy (Coffey, 2014). The Christian church, the Bible, and the 

Black clergy leaders gave many enslaved Black people a sense of hope and optimism as 

they struggled through the harsh conditions they were forced to endure. 

The Black Church and the clergy members once served as a one-stop shop for 

most African American Christian families (Allen et al., 2010). Clergy members within 

the African American community have historically served as foundational resources for 

the disenfranchised (Sernett, 2012). In TBC, Pastors and Ministers were highly regarded 

as individuals with a direct and divine connection to God (Plunkett, 2014). The words 

and declarations that these human souls spoke from the public pulpit and from the private 

sector were seen as valid and authentic because of their walk with Christ (Plunkett, 

2014). Clergy members were routinely available at all times of the day and night for 

guidance and Pastoral counseling (Stansbury, Harley, King, Nelson, & Speight, 2012). 

They were called upon for just about any reason, at any time. The clergy member was 

seen as a wise counsel, directed by God and led by the Holy Spirit (Scott, & Lovell, 

2015; Lincoln, & Mamiya, 1990). These men and women of God offered ongoing 

Pastoral Care and Counseling in order to help people deal with spiritual issues, legal 

issues, and even social issues.  
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Within TBC, the role of the African American clergy leader has continued to be a 

strong foundational support for many African American couples and families (Chaney et 

al., 2016; Pattillo-McCoy, 1998). Many congregants looked to the Pastor to assist them 

with social services issues, such as family counseling, financial planning, visiting and 

praying for the sick and elderly, burial services, advocating for those in need, as well as 

civil rights issues, among a host of other major and minor responsibilities (Taylor, 

Ellison, Chatters, Levin, & Lincoln, 2000). Many rural community members consider 

their clergy members to be the heartbeat and the foundation of their social climate (Allen 

et al., 2010). It was this close-knit bond that allowed them to lean on and heavily depend 

on the wisdom and perceived expertise of those who held the title of Pastor or Preacher 

(Doehring, 2013). When it came to marriage, it was the clergy member that was 

consulted often for premarital and even post-marital relationship counseling (Chaney et 

al., 2016; Wimberly, 2008). 

For many Black families, marriage has generally been a highly coveted moral 

concept, grounded in religious and spiritual principles (Collins, & Perry, 2015). The 

institution of marriage was not always legally recognized for Africans who were brought 

to the Americas as slaves (VanderVelde, 2015; Goring, 2006). According to Franke 

(1999), many slaves lived together in contubernal relationships and considered 

themselves married in the eyes of God. It wasn’t until the period after the Civil War that 

Black people in the United States were considered citizens and afforded certain rights and 

protections that came with freedom (Voros, 2017; VanderVelde, 2015). Those rights 
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included the right to marry, own property and become integrated into the institution of 

civil and public society.  

The primary historical motivation to enter marriage, for many African families, 

was to acquire family wealth and stability, to make alliances with other groups, and to 

expand the family labor force (Coontz, 2016; Ross, & Hurlbert 2004). However, with 

spirituality being a driving force for most African families, marriage became a way of 

two people connecting their souls and becoming one in the eyes of God (Dixon, 2009). 

Although the language was not specific, this ideal of spiritual and romantic unity was 

never inclusive of same-gendered couples. This notion that marriage involved entering 

into a covenant with God and an opposite-sex spouse was the key divisive point for many 

African American clergy and TBC (Collins, & Perry, 2015). Even before the institution 

of marriage was legalized for Black couples, TBC held itself up as a moral compass and 

guideline for Black couples, as well as a staple for spiritual family guidance and 

communal unity (Avent, & Cashwell, 2015).  

Background 

Historically, African Americans in the United States have been treated like second 

class citizens (Stone & Ward, 2011). They have had to fight for legal rights, especially 

with regard to basic civility and even marriage (VanderVelde, 2015). However, many 

African Americans did not see the parallel correlation between the gay rights movement 

and the Civil Rights Movement (Stone, & Ward, 2011; Sherkat, de Vries, & Creek, 

2010). African Americans have argued that sexual orientation is not an innate 

characteristic like race, and thus, cannot be accurately compared (Serwer, 2012). 
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Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas wrote a dissenting argument that the correlation 

between overt racial discrimination does not compare to the gay rights movement within 

the Lesbian, Gay, Bi-Sexual, Transgender/Transsexual, and Queer (LGBTQ) community 

(Leslie, 2017; Johnson III, 2014).  

The American constitution has historically formed a union between religion and 

politics, so much so that they have mirrored each other in many modern-day courtroom 

proceedings (Stokes, & Schewe, 2016). This was evident in the United States Supreme 

Court ruling in June of 2015 that prohibited states from denying same-sex couples the 

rights to marry. The new ruling redefined the meaning of marriage, from a religious point 

of view to a wholly and legally inclusive institution (Henry, 2016). Historically, marriage 

had been defined as a relationship between one man and one woman, which ultimately 

ruled out the legitimacy of polygamous marriages and same-sex marriages (Bookman, 

2015). This landmark decision had been paralleled to the 1967 Loving v. Virginia case in 

which prohibiting interracial marriages was found to be unconstitutional (Brown, 2007).  

Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas noted that cases like Loving v. Virginia 

(1967) and the 2015 Obergefell v. Hodges were distinguishable because in Loving v. 

Virginia Blacks were criminally prosecuted whereas as Obergefell v. Hodges was a 

matter of civil liberties (Leslie, 2017). Yet, the Civil Rights Movement of the 60’s had an 

influence on the positive outcome of the 2015 Obergefell v. Hodges case and the 

argument that people should not be denied certain rights based upon race and/or gender 

(Roberts, 2014). Much of the language in the Loving v. Virginia (1967) case was used in 

the 2015 Obergefell v. Hodges same-sex marriage case (Hermann, 2016; Pimentel, 2016). 
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Same-sex couples have continually argued that marriage was and is a fundamental and 

civil right, seen as the institution for the building blocks of society (Johnson, & Summers, 

2015). 

Statement of the Problem 

Research has talked extensively about the perceived hypocrisy of the African 

American community and discrimination (Brown, 2007), yet, it has failed to specifically 

deal with Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling within TBC and 

their LGBTQ parishioners. Research has also been vague regarding the correlation of 

how the African American clergy community viewed and addressed same-sex marriage 

in light of morality, civil rights, and Biblical interpretation. Although the TBC is not a 

monolithic entity, it is, in fact, a diverse group of more than seven historically Black 

denominations and has overwhelmingly stood against same-sex marriage as an ordained 

institution (Plunkett, 2014). Looking at the same-sex marriage issue through the lens and 

language of civil rights and comparing it to the civil rights movement of 1960’s is not 

wholly welcome nor accurate in the eyes of many African American clergy leaders who 

see the two struggles as totally different (Holzer, 2014). There is a gap in the literature 

regarding a uniform consensus surrounding the accurate interpretations that African 

American clergy members utilize when offering Pastoral Care and Counseling to 

members who identify as LBGTQ.  

Purpose of the Study 

The Purpose of the Study is to look at how African American Pastors and clergy 

members attempt to offer effective Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative 
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Counseling regardless of their theological understanding of homosexuality and same-sex 

marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights. This study 

has taken into account the vast diversity of African American clergy members and the 

realization that not all members of TBC are cohesive and consistent in their Biblical 

interpretation of scriptural texts. This study aims to bring some kind of understanding and 

cohesion to an already divided community. 

The population studied will be African American clergy members, preferably 

senior Pastors, of different ages, regardless of gender or sexual orientation, living in the 

United States or abroad, who are actively involved in an ongoing Christian community. 

The reasoning for this specific population is to further understand how Pastors utilize 

Pastoral Care and counseling to overcome discrimination and oppression regardless of 

their theological understanding of same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical 

interpretation, morality, and civil rights.  

Grobien (2013) noted that people who have a vested interest in homosexual 

relations tend to justify and affirm the goodness of such. This study aims to look at 

African American clergy members and see if there is any correlation to the number of 

gay parishioners that actively support their ministry in comparison to those who have no 

community ties with the LGBTQ community. Clergy members have historically had a 

very persuasive and powerful voice in the African American community and their 

teachings influence a large number of congregants. Plunkett (2014) noted that Pastors and 

clergy members within TBC have great influence on the way many congregants think, 

feel, and behave towards members of society, especially marginalized members like 
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those within the LGBTQ community. It is the goal of this study to shed light on how 

clergy members utilize their platform to uphold or tear down barriers between differing 

communities.  

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant because many members of the African American 

community are still heavily dependent on The Black Church and clergy members for 

mental health needs, spiritual guidance, as well as social advocacy issues. Although 

research (Moore, 2012; Moore, 2012; Pitt, 2010) has deemed the church as one of the 

most oppressive environments for the LGBTQ community it still has remained a relevant 

and viable place for the Black community. TBC has been synonymous with civil rights 

and equality yet there has been a traditional disconnect in the overarching views of gay 

rights being correlated with or even the same as civil rights (Karen-Grigsby, 2015). This 

study will look at how African American clergy members deal with their conscious and 

unconscious bias towards the LGBTQ community while offering Pastoral Care and 

Counseling and Affirmative Counseling. 

The topic of same-sex marriage, as a law, is relatively new for many clergy 

members. However, TBC, as well as other congregations, have begun to face the 

dichotomy between their Biblical interpretation of same-sex relationships and the 

affirmative support that many of their homosexual parishioners may seek. The division 

between TBC, the LGBTQ community, and the counseling community has created a 

large gulf in spiritual development and sexual identification for many parishioners. Often 

times sexual minorities within the TBC will not seek out Pastoral Care and Counseling 
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and Affirmative Counseling for issues related to homosexuality for fear of being ousted 

and ostracized (Pitt, 2010). Heteronormative behaviors are often encouraged and 

preached from the pulpit in TBC, which makes some LGBTQ parishioners fear that they 

will not receive adequate Pastoral Care and Counseling regarding issues related to their 

sexual identity (Robertson, & Avent, 2016). 

Primary Research Question 

How do African American Pastors and clergy members attempt to offer effective 

Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling regardless of their theological 

understanding of same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, 

and civil rights?  

Overview of Methodology and Design 

This will be an in-depth qualitative study with ten senior clergy members utilizing 

grounded theory interviews. Grounded theory is a broad method where the researcher 

does not seek to verify or test a hypothesis; instead, the researcher focuses on the 

individual participant and how they interpret the world that they experience (Sutcliffe, 

2016). Utilizing grounded theory will allow the clergy member participants an 

opportunity to speak freely and candidly about their inherent beliefs, understanding, and 

interpretation of scriptural texts.  

For this study, this author created an Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved 

65-item pilot study survey questionnaire that was sent out to hundreds of African 

American clergy members across the United States. The pilot study survey was created 

for publication research in order to gather information from African American clergy 
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members regarding their overall views of Biblical understanding and same-sex 

relationship acceptance. More than 200 clergy members were recruited through known 

acquaintances, social media and seminary list serves. The survey was also forwarded 

using the snowball effect to other clergy members that have expressed interest. The 65-

item survey, which was completed by 96 participants, asked African American clergy 

members to rank their understanding of Biblical and moral information on a five-point 

Likert scale. They were also asked to provide some demographic background, such as 

gender, age, sexual orientation, education level, denomination, and ministry location. The 

survey ended by asking participants if they were willing to be a part of the further in-

depth interview portion of the study.  

Ten senior clergy participants will be chosen from those who expressed interest in 

further study. The selection process will utilize stratified sampling. In stratified sampling, 

this author will divide the results from the pilot study into demographic subgroups based 

on leadership role (Senior Pastors), sexual orientation, and gender. This author will then 

seek to have an even number of males and females or transgender participants as well as 

an even number of heterosexual and same-gender loving participants. These participants 

will be a part of a semi-structured in-depth interview where they will answer Grounded 

Theory interview questions regarding Biblical interpretation, civil rights, morality, 

oppression, discrimination and inclusion. 

Assumptions and Limitations of the Study 

This study focuses on Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling, 

within The Black Church, to gain an understanding on how African American clergy 
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members support their homosexual congregants in the context of Biblical interpretation, 

morality, and civil rights. For this reason, this author will seek out only African American 

clergy participants. Another limitation will be the exhaustion of religious denominations. 

For this study, this author will focus on Christian clergy, specifically Senior Pastors, 

mostly within the Baptist denominations. Although The Black Church is comprised of 

various denominations, (African Methodist Episcopal Church, African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion Church, Christian Methodist Episcopal Church, National Baptist 

Convention, U.S.A., Incorporated, National Baptist Convention of America, 

Unincorporated, Progressive National Baptist Convention, Church of God in Christ) this 

author discovered that most respondents from the pilot study were from the Baptist 

denominations (Plunkett, 2014). Although the recruitment efforts went out to many 

African American clergy members, the response was heavily in favor of those who are 

affiliated with some form of the Baptist denomination (National Baptist, Missionary 

Baptist, Full Gospel Baptist, and Progressive Baptist). 

This researcher assumes that the participants interviewed will be honest and 

forthcoming about their views regarding counseling sexual minorities within TBC. This 

researcher also assumes that the participants will be able to fully articulate their 

theological beliefs regarding morality and Biblical interpretation as it relates to same-sex 

marriage and how that will affect their Pastoral Care and Counseling of those individuals. 

Additionally, it is assumed that participants will have knowledge about the legislative 

ruling towards same-sex marriage, as well as some working knowledge about historical 

marriage rights for Blacks in the United States. It is also assumed that participants will be 
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somewhat familiar with the civil rights movement of the 1960’s and the impact that the it 

had on the country, and specifically on the African American community. In order to 

address some of these limitations, this author intends to utilize the pre-approved pilot 

study as well as in depth grounded theory interviews. Utilizing this qualitative 

methodology will allow participants to speak openly and candidly about their diverse 

experiences as clergy members in a rapidly changing and socially constructed 

environment. 

Summary 

 The Black Church and the Clergy members that serve there have historically 

stood against same-sex marriage and same-sex relationships (Chaney et al., 2016). This 

stance has mainly been due to literal Biblical exegesis and the interpretation of morality 

within scriptural texts (Trammell, 2015; Robertson, & Avent, 2016). Although African 

Americans have dealt with years of discrimination and oppression, many of them do not 

see the parallel between race relations and the gay liberations movement (Leslie, 2017). 

Yet, many members of the LGBTQ community do see the similarities and find it 

disheartening that all African Americans did not stand with them in the fight towards 

equal rights, especially in regards to same-sex marriage. African American clergy 

members have not been on a cohesive page when it comes to supporting their 

homosexual parishioners through effective Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative 

Counseling. 

The racial tensions that the United States suffered through during the civil rights 

era of the 1960’s has often been described as analogous to the struggles of the gay rights 



13 
 
 

 
 

movement. The argument for the latter is that mistreatment of any kind results in 

maltreatment of all kinds. Thus, those who are in support of the gay rights movement feel 

as though African Americans should be in support as well, by default, because they know 

how it feels to be an oppressed and disenfranchised group of Americans. Yet, the 

difference is the religious and moral views versus the civil rights of the gay rights 

movement. Many African Americans, especially clergy members, feel as though same-

sex relationships and marriage go against their religious and Biblical understanding, and, 

therefore, they cannot support what they do not believe in (Grobien, 2013). This train of 

thought has led to the exclusion of effective Pastoral Care and Counseling and 

Affirmative Counseling for many sexual minorities within TBC.  

Equality, morality, and religion have all been issues of debate at some point in 

history of America (Strand, 2017). As a nation, founded on the ideals of democracy and 

equality, it seemed alarming that oppression has often been an overarching theme, 

especially for those citizens considered to be in the minority (Kearl, 2015). Yet this has 

been a factual part of the fabric of American history, especially regarding the negative 

impact of fairness and justice. Still, the legal system continued to argue cases for and 

against the conduct and behavior of an ever-changing society (Murray, 2016). Even until 

this present day, laws continue to challenge, change, and be created in a way that will 

hopefully bring unity and, one day, peace.  
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Operational Definitions 

Affirmative Counseling: 

 “An approach to therapy that embraces a positive view of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) identities and relationships and addresses the negative 

influences that homophobia, transphobia, and heterosexism have on the lives of LGBTQ 

clients” (Rock, Carlson, & McGeorge, 2010, p. 175). 

African American/Black:  

 These terms are used interchangeably throughout this study in order to express the 

racial makeup of the individuals studied. African Americans are an ethnic group of 

people with some form of ancestry from Africa.  

African Traditional Religion:  

The indigenous religion of the Africans. 

Antebellum: 

Existing before a war, especially existing before the American Civil War.  

Antimiscegenation laws: 

Laws that forbade marrying across racial lines (Fryer, 2007). 

The Black Church (TBC): 

A community of churches that are diverse in origin, denomination, doctrine, 

spiritual expression, and size that share a special history and culture. Those independent 

and historic denominations, which were founded after the Free African Society of 1787 

and which constituted the core of Black Christians. A part of the seven mainly Black 

denominations rooted in the Baptist, Methodist, and Pentecostal traditions (Plunkett, 
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2014).  

• African Methodist Episcopal Church 

• African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church 

• Christian Methodist Episcopal Church 

• National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., Incorporated 

• National Baptist Convention of America, Unincorporated 

• Progressive National Baptist Convention 

• Church of God in Christ 

Civil Rights:  

Civil rights are rights to personal liberty established by the 13th and 14th 

Amendments to the United States Constitution and certain Congressional acts, especially 

as applied to an individual or a minority group. Civil rights are the rights of individuals to 

receive equal treatment (and to be free from unfair treatment or "discrimination"). 

Civil Rights Movement:  

Historically, the Civil Rights Movement referred to efforts toward achieving true 

equality for African Americans in all facets of society, but today the term civil rights is 

also used to describe the advancement of equality for all people regardless of race, sex, 

sexual orientation, age, disability, national origin, religion, or certain other 

characteristics. 

Civil Union: 

 “A legal option available only to same-sex couples. Couples wishing to 

participate in civil unions must meet all the eligibility requirements for legal marriage 
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that exist in their state (with the exception of sexual orientation). Civil unions are the 

functional equivalent of marriage, in that couples who choose to sanctify their 

relationships through them secure virtually all the state-level benefits and protections 

associated with marriage and are held to the same obligations as are the legally married.” 

(Willetts, 2011). 

Clergy: 

 The group or body of ordained persons in a religion, as distinguished from the 

laity, allowed to perform pastoral or sacerdotal functions in a Christian church  

(www.dictionary.com/clergy; www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/clergy). 

Critical Race Theory (CRT):  

 Takes a social constructivist viewpoint of race (Luther, & Rightler-McDaniels, 

2013) 

Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA): 

 DOMA (Pub.L. 104–199, 110 Stat. 2419, enacted September 21, 1996, 1 

U.S.C. § 7 and 28 U.S.C. § 1738C) is a United States federal law that, prior to being 

ruled unconstitutional, defined marriage for federal purposes as the union of one man and 

one woman, and allowed states to refuse to recognize same-sex marriages granted under 

the laws of other states.  

Diaspora: 

 The movement, migration, or scattering of a people away from an established or 

ancestral homeland as in the members of the African diaspora (https://www.merriam-

webster.com) 
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Domestic Partnership: 

 Is an intimate relationship between two cohabiting adults, of either opposite or 

same gender, who are in a committed relationship, share a common domestic life, and 

offer mutual caring, but are not married (to each other or to anyone else). Legal benefits 

vary by state and jurisdiction (Ross & Hurlbert 2004). 

Fourteenth Amendment (Amendment XIV):  

The Fourteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution is part of the 

Reconstruction Amendments which deal with state action, privileges and immunities, 

citizenship, due process, and equal protection rights (Voros, 2017). 

Gay Rights: 

 Equal civil and social rights for homosexuals compared with heterosexuals. 

Heterosexism: 

 A term similar to sexism and racism, describing an ideological system that denies, 

denigrates, and stigmatizes any non-heterosexual form of behavior, identity, relationship, 

or community. Heterosexism has been defined as ‘‘a belief system supported by laws and 

societal customs that legitimizes heterosexuality as the only acceptable way of being, 

which leads to the unequal treatment of LGB individuals’’ (Rock, Carlson, & McGeorge, 

2010, p. 174). 

Homophobia: 

 A term coined by psychologist George Weinberg in the late 1960s. Homophobia 

is defined as ‘‘an irrational fear of homosexuality and LGB individuals’’ (Rock, Carlson, 

& McGeorge, 2010, p.174). 
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Human Rights: 

 Fundamental rights, especially those believed to belong to an individual and in 

whose exercise a government may not interfere, as the rights to speak, associate, work, 

etc. (http://www.dictionary.com/browse/human-rights). 

Inalienable: 

 Incapable of being alienated, surrendered or transferred; impossible to take away 

or give up (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/inalienable). 

Jim Crow: 

The name Jim Crow is believed to be derived from a character in a popular 

minstrel song. Jim Crow was laws and statutes enacted by Southern states beginning in 

the late 1800s, that legalized segregation between Blacks and Whites. Jim Crow laws 

encouraged the passage of discriminatory laws that kept Blacks/African Americans at a 

constant disadvantage to Whites/Caucasians (Guffey, 2012).  

LGBTQ: 

 LGBTQ is an acronym that originated in the 1990s and replaced what was 

formerly known as the gay community. The acronym was created to be more inclusive of 

diverse groups. LGBTQ stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender/transsexual, and 

queer (and/or questioning). 

Marriage: 

  The state of being united as spouses in a consensual and contractual relationship 

recognized by law (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/marriage). 
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Miscegenation: 

Marriage or cohabitation between two people from different racial groups. In 

1968 the Supreme Court ruled unanimously that state laws prohibiting miscegenation 

were unconstitutional. 

Mulatto: 

 A person of mixed race who is usually half white and half black. 

National Baptist: 

Founded in 1886, the National Baptist Convention, USA, Inc. is the nation's 

oldest and largest African American religious convention with an estimated membership 

of 7.5 million.  

Natural Law: 

Rules of moral behavior. It is also the law of nature and the law of God, which is 

a philosophy of unwritten thought that determines certain rights which are inherent in 

human nature and understood universally.  

Passing:  

A one directional phenomenon that entails a performative movement out of the 

marked group into the hegemonic one. (Sasson-Levy, & Shoshana, 2013, p. 448). 

Pastoral Care and Counseling: 

“Any ministry of the church that has as its end the tender, solicitous care of 

persons in crisis” as well as “the bringing to bear upon persons and families in crisis the 

total caring resources of the church” (Wimberly, 1979, p. 18).  
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Sexual Identity:  

Sexual identity refers to how people think about themselves and communicate 

their identity to others (Yarhouse, & Tan, 2005). 

Sexual Orientation:  

A label used to designate an individual's desire for intimate, emotional and/or 

sexual relationships with people of the same gender/sex, another gender/sex, or multiple 

genders/sexes. It also refers to what some experts believe is a more stable, enduring 

reflection of a person’s sexual attraction to the same sex, the opposite sex, or both sexes. 

(Yarhouse, & Tan, 2005).  

Slave Codes: 

 Slave codes were laws that were established in each state to define the status of 

slaves and the rights of their owners. 

Sodomy: 

 Although states defined sodomy differently, the term typically referred to any 

sexual penetration other than penile-vaginal intercourse (George, 2015).  

Racism: 

 Refers to the combination of the power to dominate by one race over other races 

or ethnic groups that are grounded in historical assumption and prejudice that a particular 

race is innately superior to others. 

Thirteenth Amendment (Amendment XIII):  

The Thirteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution abolished slavery 

and involuntary servitude, except as punishment for a crime. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Black Church (TBC) and the Lesbian, Gay, Bi-Sexual, 

Transgender/Transsexual, and Queer (LGBTQ) community have not always been on the 

same page as it pertains to morality and civility (Leslie, 2017; Johnson III, 2014; Moore, 

2012). Historically, TBC has found it challenging to support homosexuality and members 

of the LGBTQ community (Robertson, & Avent, 2016). However, according to Pew 

reports (2014), 51% of the Historically Black Protestants are in favor of accepting 

homosexuality. This divide has been complex considering that many clergy members of 

TBC have routinely used literal interpretation of scriptural texts pertaining to 

homosexuality as immoral, sinful, and even detestable by God (Trammell, 2015; Barnes, 

2013; Pitt, 2010). For most clergy members who oppose homosexuality, the idea of 

recognizing same-sex marriage was more about devaluing the morality of marriage and 

less about the civil rights of marriage (Dodge, 2015; Holzer, 2014). It should also be 

noted that Black clergy members have routinely argued that their non-acceptance of 

homosexuality and same-sex marriage had more to do with religiosity than ethnicity (Pitt, 

2010). This stance has caused great concern for the LGBTQ community as they have 

continued to fight against societal homophobia and heterosexism, especially within the 

inferred inclusivity of the Christian church (Stokes, & Schewe, 2016; Barnes, 2013). It 

has also caused great conflict for the Clergy members, who are tasked with offering 

unconditional Pastoral Care and Counseling (McGeorge, Carlson, & Toomey, 2014). 
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Overview of How Chapter Is Organized 

Chapter Two focuses on the literature review as it dealt with various aspects of 

marriage in America. This author starts with defining marriage in various contexts. To set 

a foundation for this dissertation study this author starts by looking at the historical 

definition of marriage. It is here that a brief overview of how the terminology of marriage 

has changed over time is given and explained. The next section of this chapter focuses on 

the Christian definition of marriage. This section looks at scriptural references that many 

clergy members have used in their support of traditional marriage as well as their 

opposition to same-sex marriage. From there this author looks at African American 

clergy and their Biblical interpretation of same-sex marriage, as well as their Pastoral 

Care and Counseling approach towards sexual minorities within TBC. 

This literature review focuses on creating a layered foundation that would allow 

the reader to see the progression from marriage in the African culture (on the African 

continent) to marriage within the African American culture. Once that background is 

established this author then reviewed the overall context that included marriage in the 

African American slave context as well as marriage for the African American citizen 

post-slavery. Under this heading the review reviewed marriage in The Black Church and 

the role of the African American clergy member as it related to marriage and their 

influence on marriage. A section on civil rights naturally followed to take a look at the 

interracial marriage laws and how they have influenced the same-sex marriage decision. 

Following the civil rights section, this literature review looked at the same-sex marriage 
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journey and how it has shaped the re-defining of the term marriage, as well as the 

counseling trends that has affected the LGBTQ community.  

Historical Definition of Marriage 

Defining marriage in one basic umbrella has proved to be nearly impossible 

because marriage has been a culturally described concept that has societal and structural 

implications (Monsma, 2014). The historical definition of marriage, in America, has 

changed over the years with the social, political, religious, and cultural climate (Pimentel, 

2016). Marriage has been a systematic concept of togetherness that was formed for the 

purpose of political and social gain (Revell, & McGhee, 2012). However, the actual 

definition of traditional marriage, gender roles, and family has drastically changed over 

the years (Koble, 2016). As of 2017 marriage was defined as “the state of being united as 

spouses in a consensual and contractual relationship recognized by law” (merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/marriage). This was a monumental shift from the definition of 

marriage that was recorded in 2015, prior to the Obergefell v. Hodges Supreme Court 

case. In 2015 marriage was defined as “the legal union of a man and woman as husband 

and wife, and in some jurisdictions, between two persons of the same-sex, usually 

entailing legal obligations of each person to the other” (Harper, & Breathitt, 2015).  

The history of marriage is one of both continuity and change. The evolving 

definition of marriage has continued to expand along with national and state law 

(Monsma, 2014). In 1996, the United States Code (USC), defined marriage as “only a 

legal union between one man and one woman as husband and wife”, and the word spouse 

referred only to “a person of the opposite sex who was a husband or a wife” (Added Pub. 
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L. 104–199, § 3(a), Sept. 21, 1996, 110 Stat. 2419). This definition differed from those in 

our most recent history in that it was specific to how genders can legally enter into the 

contract of marriage. Utilizing terminology, which once explicitly spelled out the 

limitations of gender and race, when it came to marriage, had been the root cause of 

much of the ongoing and historical arguments concerning marital status, marital rights, 

and marriage laws.  

The argument that sparked the passage of the 2015 Obergefell v. Hodges case 

challenged the historical and traditional definition of marriage and proved that it was 

unconstitutional to limit marriage based upon gender (Henry, 2016). That ruling was 

similar to the 1967 miscegenation case of Loving v. Virginia, which affirmed it was 

unconstitutional to limit marriage based upon racial makeup (Bookman, 2015; Fryer, 

2007). Understanding that marriage is considered a fundamental right of free men has led 

many litigants to sort through the complex definitions of who can actually marry whom 

(Tingley, 2016; Vorster, 2016; Wydick, 2016). 

Although marriage has historically, in the U.S., been defined as the union of one 

male and one female, it still had certain loopholes that excluded races, multiple partners, 

and the intermingling of same genders (Coontz, 2016). Violating those predefined terms 

of marriage could carry stiff penalties to include long penitentiary sentences and even 

hard labor camps (Wallenstein, 1994). Many people found themselves on the back end of 

these exclusionary terms that prevented them from marrying the person of their choice. It 

is noteworthy that initially marriage was utilized as a powerful partnership, used for 

social and political gain, and not necessarily for love and convenience (Monsma, 2014; 
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Coontz, 2016). Although marriage primarily was used for political gain, it did not go 

unnoticed that a healthy marriage provided both emotional and economic support to the 

household (Schiappa, 2012). 

Defining marriage in America has long been a source of controversy as generally 

marriage was governed by the social structure of local states (Gevrek, 2014). However, 

one thing that most constituents believed in was that marriage was a personal and 

intimate decision that should not be regulated by a governmental entity (Wydick, 2016). 

Yet, it was challenging to navigate as marriage carried with it certain federal rights and 

benefits that were not offered to individuals who were just cohabitating (Monsma, 2014; 

Schiappa, 2012). Thus, having local and federal laws and definitions regarding marriage 

was almost inevitable. The definition of the term marriage was challenged in many courts 

in order to gain a universal and permanent concept that would accurately spell out the 

inclusion and exclusion of this moral and legal union. 

Legal Definition of Marriage 

Over the course of time and with the ever-changing climate of the social structure 

of America, the legal definition of marriage has continued to expand (Coontz, 2016). 

Since the early 1800’s, laws have shaped and changed the American definition of 

marriage. Some of those laws have dealt with the broad scope of how marriage has been 

defined and perceived, especially who has the right to legally marry whom (Schiappa, 

2012). Henry (2016) noted that the right to marry is inherent in the concept of individual 

autonomy.  
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For much of history, marriage has been governed and defined by individual states 

and not necessarily by federal regulations (Bookman, 2015). Most of the state laws 

involving marriage have looked at the policy of public morals and how that particular 

states’ civilization is advancing in terms of morality politics (Dodge, 2015; Holzer, 

2014). The term morality politics has been connected to the emotional integration of the 

religious foundation of America (Bookman, 2015). Historically, many people have 

debated the meaning of marriage, in terms of U.S. traditions, social practices, and state 

interest (Schiappa, 2012). This has caused controversy especially when marriage laws 

were contrary in different parts of America (Jäkel, 2014). Most notable were cases of 

interracial marriage and same-sex marriage (Hermann, 2016). 

Christian Definition of Marriage 

Many Christians, in America, have viewed marriage as a highly moral and 

religious institution that is also regulated by social and legal entities of society (Jackson, 

2011). According to respected theologians and Bible scholars, Christian marriage has 

generally been understood to be the natural and acceptable order of God’s divine plan 

(Grobien, 2013; Waweru, 2009). For many Christians, the definition of marriage has 

generally been considered the natural law, which is strictly God ordained as being 

between one man and one woman (Koble, 2016; Stokes, & Schewe, 2016). Lockwood-

O’Donovan (2016) expressed Christian marriage as a distinct phase of God’s divine law. 

Marriage was initially introduced in the Bible by way of inference in the book of Genesis, 

although God never explicitly stated at what point and in which way a man and woman 

should be married. 
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According to the King James Version (KJV) of the Bible, the marriage inference 

takes place shortly after the creation story of Adam and Eve. In the creation story of 

Adam and Eve (Genesis 2:21-24) God caused a deep sleep to fall on Adam (the man) and 

then God created a woman from Adam’s rib. When Adam regains consciousness, God 

presents Adam with the woman and Adam announces, “This is now bone of my bones, 

and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man” 

(verse 23). After this declaration it is noted in verse 24 of Genesis chapter 2 that: 

“Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: 

and they shall be one flesh,” which is what many Christians believe to be the inference of 

marriage. 

Natural Law 

Natural law, according to Holzer (2014), are rules of moral behavior. It is a 

philosophy of unwritten thought that determines certain God-given rights which are 

inherent in human nature and understood universally. In the realm of natural law, male 

and female relationships are considered good and normal, whereas homosexual 

encounters are viewed as evil and abhorred by God (Grobien, 2013). Homosexuality is 

considered a sin against nature (Larsen, 2015; Grobien, 2013). Natural law is considered 

to be God’s original design and anything that deviates from that is considered to be 

wrong and unnatural (Stokes, & Schewe, 2016). 

Natural law, although not universally respected, was understood to be an 

undisputable Christian fact, so much so that war was waged on defending the existence of 

such (Holzer, 2014). God created the world via natural law and order (Page, 2015). In the 
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case of marriage, natural law was a clear continuation of God’s plan for humankind 

(Billauer, 2017). Marriage, according to natural order, was meant to be a lifelong journey 

of mutual love, respect, and companionship upon which the family unit was founded 

upon (Grobien, 2013). 

Many people believed marriage was in existence before government and that 

government was established in order to protect it, not create it (Hendry, 2006). This same 

train of thought looked at marriage as a Biblical mandate from two texts in the book of 

Genesis (Chaney et al., 2016). In the following Biblical texts: (Genesis 1:27-28; 2:20-25; 

King James Version), it is believed that God initiated marriage to follow the natural law 

concept and He did so because He saw the incompleteness of mankind (Grobien, 2013; 

Waweru, 2009):  

Genesis: 1: 27. So God created man in his own image, in the image of God 

created He him; male and female created he them. 28. And God blessed them, and 

God said unto them, Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue 

it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and 

over every living thing that moveth upon the earth. Genesis: 2: 20. And Adam 

gave names to all cattle, and to the fowl of the air, and to every beast of the field; 

but for Adam there was not found an help mate for him. 21. And the Lord God 

caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam, and he slept: and He took one of his ribs, 

and closed up the flesh instead thereof; 22. And the rib, which the Lord God had 

taken from man, made He a woman, and brought her unto the man. 23. And 

Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be 
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called Woman, because she was taken out of Man. 24. Therefore shall a man 

leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be 

one flesh. 25. And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not 

ashamed. 

Waweru (2009) noted that the Genesis text explained that God created two people 

who would be attracted to each other because of their unique and opposite sexual 

distinction. Also the purpose of marriage, between a man and woman, was for 

procreation (Henry, 2016; Grobien, 2013). Jäkel (2014) expressed that marriage was a 

conservative concept, exclusively between members of the opposite sex, that was deeply 

rooted in Christian religion and supported by the Roman Catholic Church. The central 

argument around Christian marriage was that it was part of a covenant between God and 

humans, rooted in moral and natural law, and therefore it should not be altered or 

modified (Tingley, 2016).  

Marriage in the African Culture 

As a large continent, Africa embodies many different cultures, traditions, 

religions, and beliefs (Meredith, 2015; Harris, 2012). This literature review will look at 

overall themes surrounding the African Traditional Religion which is the indigenous 

religion of the Africans and their concept of African Customary Marriage (Rautenbach, 

& du Plessis, 2012; Awolalu, 1976). Before Christianity arrived in Africa, in the 15th 

century, African Traditional Religion was the predominant religion of the people of the 

Gold Coast, now known as Ghana (Bonsu, 2016; Awolalu, 1976). Within this religious 

structure, marriage was seen as a sacred duty that every person must perform (Waweru, 
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2009). It was also understood to be a prominent ceremonial practice that involved the 

entire tribe and/or community (Rautenbach, & du Plessis, 2012). As a communal event, 

most African marriage partners were chosen based on their economic and familial values 

(Dixon, 2013). As part of the African Traditional Religion marriage was a community 

concept that included intricate rituals of worship and commitment (Waweru, 2009).  

Traditional marriages, in Africa, were monogamous and heterosexual; however, 

there were variations across cultural boundaries, especially regarding polygamy (Coontz, 

2016). In the event that a wife was unable to produce children, the husband was allowed 

to marry another woman in order to continue his legacy (Waweru, 2009). African 

families placed high value on marriage as a foundational necessity and stabilization for 

the culture (Waweru, 2009). The purpose of these marriage arrangements was to expand 

the family and community as a whole, through the birthing of children (Waweru, 2009).  

Marriage was identified as an important rite of passage as well as the center of life 

and the ongoing of generational legacies for African families (Harris, 2012). Waweru 

(2009) defined African marriage as a lifetime binding connection between two families 

and two persons of the opposite sex, with or without a dowry, for the purpose of 

procreation and rearing of children. Grobien (2013) noted that in the event of an infertile 

couple, marriage was still valid because people were not doing anything to go against 

God’s natural order or plan for procreation. The main goal of marriage, in the African 

culture, was to create bonds between families and bring people together into close 

relationships so that they can live in harmony and happiness (Waweru, 2009). These 
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kinship bonds, which were created through marriage, were considered the root of the 

African family foundation, even throughout the African diaspora (Manning, 2016).  

Marriage in the African American Slave Context 

The trans-Atlantic slave trade began in the late 1400’s (Bonsu, 2016). African 

men, women, and children were kidnapped, tortured, and brought to different countries, 

including America, in order to work in permanent servitude (Henderson, 2015). Human 

beings were brought over as chattel property and stripped of any personal identity or civil 

rights, all in the name of God (Manning, 2016; Goring, 2006). They were denied the 

power to determine their own personal existence and viewed as subhuman property 

(Wimberly, 1979). Although slaves were treated as objects, Christian missionaries 

viewed the institution as a God ordained means to provide economic stability and 

religious conversion (Kirchschlaeger, 2016; Koch, 2015).  

Human beings were kidnapped and savagely taken from their country of origin, 

their communities, and families and forced into torturous slave labor (Roberts-Miller, 

2009; Wilkins, Whiting, Watson, Russon, & Moncrief, 2013). Slavery was the robbery of 

an entire race of people, as well as a means of social and political control (Strand, 2017; 

Gump, 2010). The Africans lost their land, customs, religion, language, dignity, rights, 

racial pride, global culture, freedoms, and families, to name a few (Graff, 2011; Manning, 

2016). The main justification for slavery was Christianity, White Supremacy, and Racial 

Othering (Koch, 2015; Walvin, 2008). Slavery was understood to be God’s providential 

plan of spreading the Gospel (Koch, 2015). This new religion served as both a haven and 

a survival mechanism for the African American slave (Katz, 1973). Most slaves 
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converted over to Christianity in order to momentarily prevent unnecessary and excessive 

brutal harm and to appease their Masters (Lincoln, & Mamiya, 1990; Coffey, 2014).  

Over the course of many years, Christianity became a part of the African 

American slave life and culture (Kirchschlaeger, 2016; Jones, 1997). Slaves were taught 

scriptural texts, in a literal context, that focused on obedience and temperance (Barnes, 

2013). Robertson and Avent (2016) noted that it was the literalness of Biblical scripture 

that many African Americans hailed as a double-edged sword; being one of refuge and 

hope as well as oppression and justifiable suffrage. Although it was illegal for slaves to 

read or write, they were orally taught Biblical scriptures that they were forced to apply to 

memory (Pattillo-McCoy, 1998). Some of the scriptural references that were used to 

support slavery and undergird a system of racial oppression came directly from translated 

Biblical texts:  

Colossians 3: 22-23 (King James Version) 22. Servants, obey in all things your 

masters according to the flesh; not with eye service, as men pleasers; but in 

singleness of heart, fearing God; 23 And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the 

Lord, and not unto men; 24 Knowing that of the Lord ye shall receive the reward 

of the inheritance: for ye serve the Lord Christ.  

Ephesians 6: 5 (King James Version) 5 Servants, be obedient to them that are 

your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in singleness of your 

heart, as unto Christ.  

Titus 2: 9-10 (King James Version) 9 Exhort servants to be obedient unto their 

own masters, and to please them well in all things; not answering again; 10 Not 
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purloining but shewing all good fidelity; that they may adorn the doctrine of God 

our Savior in all things.  

1 Peter 2:18 (King James Version) 18 Servants, be submissive to your masters 

with all fear, not only to the good and gentle, but also to the harsh. 

Slaves were also taught Biblical principles of natural law and society by their 

white Christian masters (Wilkins et al., 2013). These principles and laws included the ten 

commandments and the Biblical formation of a family (Kirchschlaeger, 2016; Jones, 

1997). Although slaves were void of any rights, including the right to life, they still found 

a way to implement their resemblance of a holistic family into their everyday life. 

(Henderson, 2015). This desire for family connection was rooted in the heart of many 

slaves as an homage to their African heritage where marriage and family was 

prominently linked to the success of a tribe and their community (Lincoln, & Mamiya, 

1990). Slaves viewed marriage as the most intimate rite of passage for humanity and 

family stability (O’Neil, 2009). Even with the desire to be permanently connected, slaves 

found themselves in an uncertain state of contubernal relations that was mainly evidenced 

by long term romantic commitment (Goring, 2006). One thing that some white masters 

were able to determine is that family connection and interpersonal relationships amongst 

slaves made them less likely to try to escape (O’Neil, 2009). 

However, for the Africans brought to America as slaves, the idea of a legitimized 

and legalized marriage was not easily within their reach, as they had to overcome being 

considered chattel or property in order to be recognized as valid human citizens 

(Kirchschlaeger, 2016). As long as slaves were in a state of bondage, American law 
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stated they lacked the capacity or moral fiber to enter into any legally enforceable civil 

contracts, including the sanctity of marriage (Goring, 2006). Antebellum legislation and 

the enforceable slave codes prohibited legal marriages between bonded slaves (Roberts-

Miller, 2009). Even when slave marriages were granted, slave owners could remove 

and/or sell a spouse or tear apart a family at a whim (Parry, 2015; Humez 2012).  

The fate of African slave marriages was always in limbo, just like the state of the 

African slave family which was often separated and forced to live apart (Douglas, 2009). 

Yet, even with the threat of permanent separation, slaves still found a way to uphold and 

celebrate family roles and obligations as a way to challenge their status as subordinate 

and dehumanized laborers (O’Neil, 2009). Along with their personal high standard for 

marriage many slaves ascribed to their new Christian doctrine that marriage was ordained 

by God and honorable in His sight (Dixon, 2013). Thus, slaves fought for the legitimacy 

and morality that marriage bestowed (O’Neil, 2009). 

Marriage Ceremonies 

 In the African culture, marriages began with the negotiation of dowries and visits 

between families (Waweru, 2009). The dowry was often paid by the bride’s family as a 

way to honor her commitment to her new family. In African Customary Marriage 

ceremonies, after proper negotiations were made, the community would then come 

together in an elaborate celebration that publicly announced the blending of two new 

families (Rautenbach, & du Plessis, 2012). These same concepts were inherent to the 

African slave as they sought the similarities of family kinship and communal bonding 

(Douglass, 2009). However, for African slaves living under inhumane conditions, 
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restrictions to movement, and with the constant threat of torture and death, most had a 

difficult time seeking true love and companionship (O’Neil, 2009). Oftentimes slaves 

were put together for the sake of breeding instead of actual romantic relationships 

(Douglass, 2009). For those who dared to enter contubernal relationships, they did so 

with the hope that their masters would keep their family together and grant them an 

emotionally significant yet non-legal binding marriage (Goring, 2006). 

Jumping over the Broomstick 

Slaves viewed marriage and family as the most significant and central part of their 

cultural heritage (O’Neil, 2009). Marriage ceremonies for slaves were important social 

displays of solemn notability and respectability (O'Neil, 2009). Although they did not 

have the luxury of the pomp and circumstance of their white counterparts, they still took 

pride in the celebratory occasion (Parry, 2015). Since marriage was not recognized 

legally, slaves found autonomous ways to publicly announce their binding commitment 

to their marriage partner (Douglass, 2009) This was usually done by a ceremony known 

as jumping the broomstick or jumping the broom for short. The ritual of jumping the 

broomstick has not been actually traced to Africa, but historians have noted that it was an 

almost universal symbol of marriage for slaves throughout America (Parry, 2015). 

Jumping over the broom was a ceremonial expression viewed as a symbolic way 

to connect to and bring affirmation to an institution made inaccessible to the enslaved 

(Parry, 2015). It was looked at as a predictor of marital success and longevity as well as a 

symbolic means to sweep away some of the negativity that came with slavery (O’Neil, 

2009). This nearly universal wedding ritual of commitment and connection allowed some 
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African slaves to have a semblance of familial normalcy in an environment that was 

oppressive and uncontrollable (Goring, 2006; Douglass, 2009).  

The ritual of jumping over a broomstick had significant meaning for the 

autonomy of the Negro wedding (O’Neil, 2009). During the jumping of the broom 

ceremony the local slave community would gather to give recognition to this solemn and 

serious act of commitment (Douglass, 2009). The broom would be held, by two close 

friends, about one foot off the ground and then a prayer would be offered, asking God to 

bless the union (O’Neil, 2009). The slave village would then count to three, as the couple 

held hands, cheering for the newlywed couple to seal their vows with a synchronized 

leap. (Parry, 2015). Neither the bride nor the groom were allowed to touch the handle of 

the broom stick and both parties had to jump simultaneously (O’Neil, 2009). If the broom 

handle was touched or if one person jumped before the other, it could mean doom for the 

newlyweds and the fate of their family. Sometimes the couple would jump forward and 

then turn around and jump again three times. This was said to symbolize the marriage 

license (O’Neil, 2009). After successfully jumping, the couple would share in a special 

dance to rhythmic stick beating (O’Neil, 2009). Then the pair would share a community 

meal, followed by music and dancing and then they would go off into their new family 

cabin (Parry, 2015; O’Neil, 2009). This marriage act of tribal resemblance was 

considered as important as burying the dead (Parry, 2015; O’Neil, 2009). 

Marriage for the African American Citizen, Post-Slavery 

African Americans have lived in the shadow of slavery, trauma, and oppression 

for the majority of their existence in America (Gump, 2010). Graff (2011), noted that the 
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ending of slavery did not end the trauma, pain, confusion, and shame to which Blacks 

were subjected. It has been well documented that after abolition, racial tension and 

conflict were more stark and pronounced than ever before (Draper, 2011). In the southern 

United States, Blacks were no longer slaves yet they were legally not free either (Floyd-

Thomas, 2014). After slavery ended African Americans faced an entire new set of 

hurdles that kept them shackled to the injustices of the American legal system. Black men 

and women had to make the transition from being considered property or chattel to 

having an identity in their own personhood (Goring, 2006). They also had to deal with 

the unequal justice system that kept them on the lower end of the totem pole (Strand, 

2017).  

After slaves were emancipated in 1863, many African American families 

continued the ritual of communal bonding through marriage and contubernal 

relationships (Schwartz, 2015; Bloome, & Muller 2015). For most Black families, 

marriage was considered to be the foundational, societal structure that had escaped them 

for most of their ancestry (Revell, & McGhee, 2012). Marriages, in the African American 

household, especially the Christian community, were strong and considered as a source of 

stability (Collins, & Perry, 2015). These marital relationships were self-supporting, self-

sustaining, loyal, and resilient (Bloome & Muller, 2015; Royse, & Turner, 1980). These 

marriages were also highly intertwined, and interconnected; involving love, trust, and 

vulnerability (Strand, 2017; Chaney et al., 2016). Even with the horrific social climate, 

most Black couples worked hard to maintain the stable two-parent household that they 

considered ideal to raise their struggling families (Bloome, & Muller 2015). These stable 
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households included the legal union between a male husband and a female wife 

(Monsma, 2014).  

Although recent census regarding marriage, in the Black community, has shown 

an alarming decline, it also noted that the majority of African Americans desired a 

healthy marriage (http://www.aahmi.net/focus.html). For most members of the Black 

community, their prospects of marriage were hindered by several outside forces like the 

legacy of slavery, discrimination, racism, poverty, unemployment, and 

underemployment. (Chaney et al., 2016). These factors have been very real to the Black 

community and have caused many members to resist marriage instead of fall deeper into 

an oppressive system. Racism has done serious physically and psychological harm to 

many Black households (Kearl, 2015). However, that did not stop the African American 

family unit from maintaining and thriving despite the overt oppressive attempts 

(Wimberly, 1997). What has kept most of them focused on the beneficial goals of 

marriage is the religious mandate that in order to please God a man should find a wife 

(Proverbs 18:22). Religious involvement, in the African American community, has been 

associated with increased levels of marital quality and satisfaction (Chaney et al., 2016). 

Gender roles, in the Black community, have also played a significant role in 

affecting African American intimate relationships (Dixon, 2013). These relationships 

have been impacted by what Allen and Olson (2001) deemed as positive strengths in the 

African American marriage. Major strengths of the African American family are the 

adaptability of family roles, rules, and responsibilities along with their religious 
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orientation (Chaney et al., 2016) Rose and Turner (1980), noted that the family structure 

and religion were two of the strongest qualities of the Black family unit.  

Civil Rights Movement 

The oppressive years, after slavery were known as the Jim Crow era (Wilkerson, 

2010; Guffey, 2012). It was during this tumultuous time in our nation's history that 

institutional racism was at an all-time high (Luther, & Rightler-McDaniels, 2013). This 

shift in ideology, from slavery to freedom, was met with a lot of legal pushback 

especially with the introduction of racial segregation and the Jim Crow laws (Floyd-

Thomas, 2014). These laws kept Blacks and Whites separate and very unequal. Yet, 

during this time, African Americans evolved socially and culturally, from being legally 

defined as chattel and denied basic human and civil rights (Goring, 2006). They now had 

to deal with oppressive race relations by maneuvering through a land that considered 

them to be insignificant and not worthy of the most basic social status. African 

Americans were constitutionally bound by laws that segregated Blacks from Whites and 

even denied them the right to have legal marriages across racial boundaries (Frank, 

2013). These years of racial discrimination, in America, pushed many African Americans 

to lean on The Black Church in order to help them have access to vital resources and 

even the most basic civil rights (Rubio, 2009; Brown, 2007).  

The segregation laws, during the Jim Crow era, lasted from the late 1800s to the 

mid-1960s (Wilkerson, 2010; Guffey, 2012). This system of racial discrimination shaped 

the worldview of many African Americans (Alexander, 2012; Rubio, 2009). It fueled a 

movement known as the Civil Rights movement where African Americans sought ways 



40 
 
 

 
 

to legally fight for basic civil, human, and equal rights (Nimtz, 2016; Haney-López, 

2006; Kinnon, 2006). One law that was in place, during that time, was the law dealing 

with miscegeny or interracial marriage. Miscegeny laws were state laws that prohibited 

Blacks and Whites from interracial marriage and interracial sex (Brown, 2007). It is 

important to note that this rule/law was selectively enforced against Blacks, even though 

White people had historically engaged in non-consensual sex with Blacks, including rape 

and even impregnation of a Black persons without repercussions (Luther, & Rightler-

McDaniels, 2013). It was not until the Supreme Court’s decision in Loving v. Virginia in 

1967 that the ban on interracial laws were deemed unconstitutional (Goring, 2006).  

Interracial Marriage  

Marriage has been seen as a way to express commitment through the 

establishment of a family unit (Schiappa, 2012; Waweru, 2009). According to Draper 

(2011) marriage was once considered to represent the “maximum degree of material and 

affective intimacy” to which individuals can aspire, yet it was not always available to 

every person. However, at various points in history people were not allowed to freely 

choose whom they could cohabitate with and even legally marry (Milteer, 2014). The 

right to marry was outlined in the 1967 U.S. Supreme Court case of Loving v. Virginia, 

where an interracial couple was jailed and convicted for unlawful marriage and 

cohabitation (Strand, 2017). 

In 1958, Richard Loving, a White man, and Mildred Jeter, a Black woman, a 

couple from Virginia, got married in Washington, D.C. because of the miscegeny laws in 

Virginia that prohibited them from marriage. The couple chose Washington D.C. because 
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this particular area never had an anti-miscegenation law on its books (Gevrek, 2014). 

After they were legally married, in Washington D.C., they then returned to Virginia, as a 

married couple, and moved in with Mildred’s parents. They were later arrested in the 

middle of the night for unlawful cohabitation (Roberts, 2014). They both plead guilty for 

trying to evade the ban on interracial marriage and sentenced to a one-year suspended 

sentence on the condition that they leave Virginia and not return for 25 years.  

When the presiding judge in Virginia, Judge Bazile, sentenced the Lovings, he 

leaned on the natural order of Christian values that was rooted in racist ideology and 

white supremacist agenda (Roberts, 2014). As part of his conclusion he wrote:  

“Almighty God created the races white, Black, yellow, malay and red, and he 

placed them on separate continents. And but for the interference with his 

arrangement[,] there would be no cause for such marriages. The fact that he 

separated the races shows that he did not intend for the races to mix” 

(Wallenstein, 1994; Roberts, 2014).  

His statement on ideological segregation came from the Biblical text found in  

Deuteronomy 7:3-4 English Standard Translation (EST): 

“You shall not intermarry with them, giving your daughters to their sons or taking 

their daughters for your sons, for they would turn away your sons from following 

me, to serve other gods. Then the anger of the Lord would be kindled against you, 

and he would destroy you quickly.” 

Loving v. Virginia was a 1967 United States Supreme Court case that marked the 

end of the 1960’s civil rights cases (Roberts, 2014). Although this was not the first 
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interracial lawsuit that America had to deal with, this was definitely one of the most 

prominent ones. The Loving v. Virginia case declared and enforced that anti-

miscegenation laws were finally unconstitutional for all states (Draper, 2011; Goring, 

2006; Kearl, 2015). This landmark miscegenation case was about social hierarchy, 

racism, race relations, White superiority, discrimination, Black/White intimate 

relationships, White Supremacy, interpersonal relationships, and a host of other race 

related issues (Strand, 2017; Roberts, 2014; Luther, & Rightler-McDaniels, 2013). The 

Supreme Court ultimately decided that marriage was a fundamental right, not based on 

racial makeup or classification (Brown, 2007; Luther, & Rightler-McDaniels, 2013).  

Progression of Interracial Marriage 

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) brought the Loving v. Virginia case 

before the U.S. Supreme Court although the National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People (NAACP) had already fought for years against miscegeny laws 

(Roberts, 2014). The ACLU fought the miscegeny case that had been on the books since 

1883 on the bases of the Equal Protection and Due Process Clauses of the Fourteenth 

Amendment (Voros, 2017). This case, for both Mildred and Richard Loving was about 

social equality and the benefit of being able to legally marry whomever they choose. The 

courts eventually sided with the Lovings and the ACLU and concurred that the legal 

definition of marriage should be based on romantic and/ or emotional ties (Monsma, 

2014).  

The interracial marriage law debate has not always been a universal concern for 

all states. In nine states and in Washington D.C., interracial marriage has never been 
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illegal (Gevrek, 2014; Luther, & Rightler-McDaniels, 2013). The nine states included; 

Alaska, Connecticut, Hawaii, Minnesota, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, 

Vermont, and Wisconsin. In those Northern areas, they never had any anti-miscegenation 

laws of any kind on their law books. Eleven states: Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Maine, 

Massachusetts, Michigan, New Mexico, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Washington, and Rhode 

Island, removed those anti-miscegenation discriminatory laws from their law books by 

1888 (Gevrek, 2014; Luther, & Rightler-McDaniels, 2013). Fourteen more states; 

Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, Indiana, Maryland, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, 

North Dakota, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, and Wyoming, made those same radical 

changes during the early 1900’s, and up until 1966, right on the cusp of the Loving v. 

Virginia case, to revoke and repeal the anti-miscegenation laws (Gevrek, 2014; Luther, & 

Rightler-McDaniels, 2013). After the United States Supreme Court declared, in the 

Loving v. Virginia case, that denying interracial couples the right to marry was 

unconstitutional, the remaining 16 states were forced to overturn their laws (Luther, & 

Rightler-McDaniels, 2013). Those 16 states were: Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, 

Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Oklahoma, 

South Carolina, Texas, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia. 

The Black Church  

The Black Church (TBC) has been a common term that much of the African 

American general public used to express the collection of Black Christian churches in the 

United States (Avent, & Cashwell, 2015; Lincoln, & Mamiya, 1990). Plunkett (2014) 

noted that TBC is a conglomerate of seven historically Black denominations; African 
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Methodist Episcopal Church, African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, Christian 

Methodist Episcopal Church, National Baptist Convention, U.S.A. Incorporated, National 

Baptist Convention of America, Unincorporated, Progressive National Baptist 

Convention and Church of God in Christ. These denominations have vast differences in 

polity and doctrine, yet they all maintain a strong sense of family kinship, community 

support, and social involvement (White & White, 2007).  

Historically TBC played a central role in the formation of Black resources, social 

services and even marriage and family stability (Chaney et al., 2016; Dixon, 2014). Since 

the oppressive years of slavery, The Black Church has been a place of connection, 

direction, prestige, power, and influence (Robertson, & Avent, 2016). It was here that 

many members of the African American Christian community found a safe place to 

discuss local and national issues about race and equality, family unity, and standards of 

morality (Robertson, & Avent, 2016). For many Black couples, TBC offered a sense of 

security and longevity, especially for the institutional cornerstone of marriage, through 

Pastoral Care and Counseling (Collins, & Perry, 2015; Luther, & Rightler-McDaniels, 

2013; Goring, 2006). Couples, engaged or married, sought out clergy members to help 

them deal with the struggles of Biblical marriage and covenant partnership.  

Marriage in The Black Church  

The Black Church was seen as a moral high ground that was uniquely positioned 

to promote healthy traditional marriage and family units (Collins, & Perry, 2015). These 

healthy units of marital partnership were seen as a spiritual calling for members within 

TBC (Wimberly, 2008). Yet, Lovelace (2016), noted that TBC has been slow to interpret 
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traditional marriage as one of marital equality; instead the message has been about the 

hierarchy of the male dominant marital relationship (Lovelace, 2016). Historically, TBC 

has firmly stood for the heteronormative description of hierarchal marriage and unity just 

as the Bible speaks about the symbolic marital relationship between God and the church 

(Collins, & Perry, 2015). 

With the bases of a strong religious orientation, the African American community 

had consistently looked to TBC, it’s clergy members, and the Biblical scriptures 

regarding direction for moral standards of living (Luther, & Rightler-McDaniels, 2013; 

Taylor, 1988). This moral standard of living had a spiritual and religious emphasis that 

was considered vital to many African American marriages (Allen, & Olson, 2001). It was 

on the Biblical concept of morality that many members of the African American 

community had strongly oppressed the changing of the traditional and cultural definition 

of marriage, to include same-sex relationships (Monsma, 2014; Ghavami, & Johnson, 

2011). Some found this surprising, considering that the African American community 

had faced historical legal opposition to obtaining the legal right to marry, and further, to 

obtaining the legal right to marry whomever they choose (Sherkat, de Vries, & Creek, 

2010; Brown, 2007; Frank, 2013). 

Role of the African American Clergy Leaders 

In many African American communities, clergy members were considered the 

heartbeat and the foundation of the social climate and religious overtone of the times 

(Allen et al., 2010; Taylor et al., 2000). Clergy members were revered and viewed as a 

positive symbol within the corporate community (Wimberly, 1979). Within the Black 



46 
 
 

 
 

Church, the Pastor, Minister, Bishop or Clergy member was considered to be the leader 

and ruling authority of all things Biblical, social, and even psychologically acceptable 

(Doehring, 2013; Payne 2008). Adside (2017) referred to Ministers or Clergy members as 

“God’s representatives”. This is an important title or position, as the community holds the 

clergy leader to a high and often unrealistic standard of morality and spirituality.  

Clergy members were considered the first line of defense, especially in pre-

marital counseling and post-marital conflict (Chaney et al., 2016; Wimberly, 2008). Most 

clergy members preached often about the love that should be shared between a husband 

and a wife. However, these same clergy members also preached against sexual sins like 

adultery, fornication and the immorality of same-sex relationships (Stokes, & Schewe, 

2016; Serwer, 2012). Preaching about the morality of human sexuality was considered 

normal and often expected within TBC (Wimberly, 2008). For many socially 

conservative church goers, they expected clergy members to support and interpret marital 

roles, definitions, and expectations of a heteronormative Christian marriage (Serwer, 

2012; Wimberly, 1979).  

The church leader was often looked up to as a person with the gifting of great 

rhetoric, high moral standing, compassion, humility, and sincerity (Jett, 2010; Jones, 

1997). People once heavily depended on their Pastor or spiritual as a source of strength 

and guidance (Stansbury et al., 2012). Clergy members were also the foundational 

starting point for social and political stability within the Black community (Collins, & 

Perry, 2015). The encouraging words of hope and prosperity, from their Preacher, offered 
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anticipatory joy and insight, to those who felt oppressed and pessimistic (Payne, 2008; 

Jones, 1997).  

Jett (2010) noted that for many members of traditional, rural, African American 

communities, clergy members once maintained a strong political presence towards 

leadership roles within the context of the local church. This is important to note because 

of the unique and influential position that clergy members often found themselves in, as it 

pertains to almost every aspect of evolution and formation of the African American 

community life. Clergy members did not just operate within the walls of TBC, but they 

were present in the educational system, the social services, the political arena, the legal 

landscape, psychological problems, as well as many other areas (Wood, Watson, & 

Hayter, 2011; Allen et al., 2010). Clergy members have routinely been so present and so 

available for their congregants and their community that they had very little time for 

themselves (Leavey, Rondon, & McBride, 2011).  

Pastoral Care and Counseling 

Clergy members, within The Black Church, were considered the first line of 

defense, especially regarding meeting the emotional and psychological needs of their 

parishioners (Chaney et al., 2016). This emotional support, given to congregants by 

clergy members, was called Pastoral Care and Counseling. Pastoral Care and Counseling 

has been a huge part of The Black Church experience since before the inception and 

independences of TBC (Wimberly, 2008). Pastoral care has been defined as “any 

ministry of the church that has as its end the tender, solicitous care of persons in crisis” as 
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well as “the bringing to bear upon persons and families in crisis the total caring resources 

of the church” (Wimberly, 1979, p. 18).  

African Americans in general, historically associated the need for outside 

emotional help with some type of mental weakness (Allen et al., 2010). This fear of being 

labeled, misdiagnosed, and misunderstood by mental health clinicians was born out of a 

severe mistrust of the mental health care system (Whaley, 2001). With historical evidence 

of mistreatment within the African American community, it was consistent that many 

members of the minority community would view the mental health society as an unsafe 

place to get the mental health care they needed. Due to those preconceived barriers, 

African Americans proportionately turned to their prominent place of community and 

spiritual livelihood, which has generally been the church and the clergy leader, for their 

mental health needs (Stansbury et al., 2012; Robertson, & Avent, 2016). 

For many African American congregants, having a trusted church leader that 

offered positive wisdom, guidance, sound counsel, and emotional support was imperative 

to effective church membership (Collins, & Perry, 2015; Taylor et al., 2000). Engaging in 

Pastoral Care and Counseling, within TBC, has always been a one of the main job 

functions of most clergy members. However, many Pastors and church leaders have 

admitted that sometimes they did not feel equipped to meet all of the emotional and 

psychological needs of their parishioners (Wood, Watson, & Hayter, 2011). Although 

many clergy members were educationally equipped to run the administrative and 

business side of the church and meet the spiritual needs of their congregants, they often 

fell short when they were faced with parishioners who were dealing with severe 
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psychological issues (Stansbury et al., 2012). One main area of shortcoming, that many 

clergy members attested to, was how to affectively counsel and affirm sexual minorities 

(Robertson, & Avent, 2016). 

Many members of TBC, who openly identify as sexual minorities, have reported 

high levels of discrimination and lack of social and emotional support from within their 

church family (Sowe, Taylor, & Brown, 2017). This has led to increased stress levels, 

depression, and even increased risk for suicide (Meyer, Teylan, & Schwartz, 2015). 

Although Pastoral Counseling has been available for members who are dealing with grief 

and situational depression, most members report they do not receive adequate affirmation 

and support regarding their non-heteronormative sexual identity (Sowe, Taylor, & 

Brown, 2017). For many of those individuals they have felt the need to choose between 

spiritual faith and emotional health (Yarhouse, 2005). 

Same-Sex Marriage  

Clergy members have routinely found themselves on the frontlines of political, 

legal, and social issues (Johnson III, 2014; Taylor et al., 2000). Some of these social 

issues included things such as teenage pregnancy, abortion, women’s rights, civil rights, 

education, welfare reform, housing, as well police brutality and racial profiling (Stokes, 

& Schewe, 2016). However, one of the most controversial topics that still had many 

churches and clergy members divided, is the issue of same-sex marriage and relationships 

(Sherkat, de Vries, & Creek, 2010). The disconnect came between those who believed in 

the Biblical literalism of God’s non-acceptance of sexual immorality versus those who 

saw God as a God of peace, grace, unconditional love, and acceptance (Ogland, & 
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Bartkowski, 2014). For some conservative Christians, their belief in the Bible has strictly 

been about Biblical interpretive teachings, religious freedom, natural law, and less about 

legality, politics, and/or social justice (Wallace, 2013). However, there have been a few 

mainstream denominations who do believe that the overall theme of the Bible’s message 

is love and that God is love, and therefore it is acceptable and permissible to love 

whomever you want, no matter how it is presented and/or packaged (Viefhues-Bailey, 

2010).  

The right for two consenting adults, of any gender, to legally marry, has 

seemingly come down to the politics of legality and morality. For many regular voters, 

and even Christian organizations, the idea of changing the definition of marriage was 

about traditional ideologies, religious freedoms, family values, and moral beliefs 

(Wallace, 2013). The argument for gay rights activists, advocates, and members of the 

LGBTQ community was that marriage equality had nothing to do with morality and faith, 

but instead, granting or not granting equal rights has been a form of legal discrimination 

and it violated civil and human rights (Karen-Grigsby, 2015; Holzer, 2014). 

Same-Sex Marriage Progression 

 The road towards same-sex marriage started out as a network of individuals who 

were willing to come together to form a social movement of equality (Kearl, 2015). 

These revolutionary movements had a mission to fight against subtle and blatant forms of 

discrimination and oppression aimed at individuals who self-identified as homosexual 

(Ashley, 2015). As the cultural and social climate in America changed and progressed, 

others began to stand up and voice their concerns about additional forms of mistreatment 
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(Brown, 2007). People began to speak out about heterosexism, homophobia, job and 

housing discrimination, misogyny, chauvinism, bigotry, as well as other blatant and 

subtle means of oppression due to sexual orientation and/or identification within the 

sexual minority community (Johnson III, 2014).   

 One of the earliest and most talked about social movements for gay rights 

advocates was the nationally recognized Mattachine Society Foundation, founded in 1951 

(Strub, 2016). The main goal of the Mattachine Society was to organize and protect the 

civil rights of homosexual individuals (Meeker, 2001). Although the small secretive cell 

group was headquartered in California, it still gained a lot of negative attention as it grew 

and spread across the country (Strub, 2016). Many people, during those times in 

American culture, were not very open minded to things such as fluid sexuality, gender 

liberation, nor racial equality (Hillman, 2011). That did not stop the ongoing drive for 

equal rights for all.  

 The Mattachine Society Foundation was formed during a time when gay rights 

advocates were starting to speak up for themselves and fight back against the traditional 

heteronormative society in the United States (Meeker, 2001). So much so that in the mid 

1950’s the legal system began to experience a shift in how homosexual activity was 

treated and prosecuted (Hillman, 2011). By the end of the 1960’s many consensual 

sodomy cases were no longer considered a psychological nor a criminal matter in the 

majority of states, although they were still considered to be highly immoral (George, 

2015).  
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 Small victories, in the legal system, proved to be monumental towards the 

progression of the gay liberation movement. One of the earliest cases, that has often gone 

overlooked, was the 1970 Baker v. Nelson case, which is considered to be the world’s 

first same-sex marriage case on record (McConnell, Baker, & Karwoski, 2016). Michael 

McConnell and Jack Baker were two gay Minnesota men, who wanted to be married. 

These pioneer human rights and gay rights activists studied the law books and discovered 

that in Minnesota the law did not specify gender as it relates to who can and cannot apply 

for a marriage license. With this knowledge, they applied for a marriage license and were 

approved, then later subsequently denied, all the way up the United States Supreme 

Court. Their appeals were disregarded, even without summation, because there had not 

been a precedent set and no one was willing to face the issue nor deal with the question of 

same-sex marriage head on (Janet, 2014). 

 In their book, The Wedding Heard 'Round the World: America's First Gay 

Marriage, McConnell and Baker recalled how they felt about being trailblazers towards 

marriage equality. They wrote that “being gay is about who you love, and marriage is the 

way that we declare and validate love in our society. With the right to marry, we could 

take our place as full citizens of our world. Without this right, we would be relegated to 

either the closet or the back of the bus” (McConnell, Baker, & Karwoski, 2016). 

McConnell and Baker, like so many others, expressed what life was like living in 

closeted shame as gay men in a heteronormative society. Shame has been described as an 

overwhelming emotion in which one’s failure to live up to perceived expectations isolates 

one from others (Larsen, 2015). Although the Baker v. Nelson did not conclude with the 
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issuance of a legal marriage license it did open the doors for many other petitioners to 

seek equal rights and protections as married citizens in their respective states and 

jurisdictions. 

Laws and Labels of Same-Sex Unions 

In the late 1970’s, Tom Brougham, a gay California man originated the term 

Domestic Partnership in order to pressure his Berkeley employer to offer him and his 

civil union partner employee benefits (Schneider, 2011). After much debate, the state of 

California implemented Domestic Partnership as a viable compromise for the gay rights 

advocates and the traditional heteronormative community, who wanted to preserve the 

sanctity of marriage (Starr, 2012). A domestic partnership allowed same-sex couples to 

have legal recognition and certain benefits without utilizing the title of marriage (Starr, 

2012; Willetts, 2011). The domestic partnership thus gave registered couples the right to 

employee benefits that were once only reserved for married spouses (Traiman, 2008). 

Brougham, however, had another goal besides offering legal spousal benefits to same-sex 

couples (Traiman, 2008). Brougham wanted to deconstruct the idea of marriage into 

separate component parts, in order to later re-bundle them, without utilizing gender 

(Schneider, 2011). The ultimate goal was to weaken the foundation for the traditional 

argument against same-sex marriage.  

Similar to domestic partnership was the compromise that the state of Vermont 

came up with, in 2000, called civil unions (Patterson, 2004). This settlement, of sorts, 

came about as a result of the 1999 Baker v. State court case that challenged Vermont’s 

marriage laws (Ross & Hurlbert 2004). Following the verdict, denying same-sex couples 
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the right to marry, a judicial committee formed and created an entire new legal 

relationship that created a separate but equal marriage like partnership (Thomas, 2005). A 

civil union then became a legal binding relationship, much like heterosexual marriage, 

that offered same-sex couples benefits and protections on a state level (Willetts, 2011). 

Although this union had the same rights, privileges, and benefits of marriage, it did not 

hold the sacred title of marriage (Ross & Hurlbert 2004). Still, same gendered couples 

felt a sense of victory at being able to have a publicly legalized relationship in the United 

States (Balsam, Beauchaine, Rothblum, & Solomon, 2008). Many activists considered 

this a large step in the right direction for the ultimate goal of having equal rights, which 

would include legalized same-sex marriage (Patterson, 2004). 

Gay rights activists continued to move forward in their quest towards marriage 

equality. Their desire for justice and social change seemed relentless, even during harsh 

political opposition. In 1996 former President Bill Clinton signed into law the Defense of 

Marriage Act (DOMA), which seemed to derail many of the efforts put in place by 

Brougham and other equal rights activists (Willetts, 2011). The DOMA was the federal 

government's first attempt at defining the overall institution of marriage (Ross & Hurlbert 

2004). This law was a federal policy aimed at defending the traditional institution of 

marriage as defined as being between one man and one woman (Johnson III, 2014). 

Although the DOMA was later ruled unconstitutional, because marriages are not 

mandated by federal laws, it proved to be a major gateway for the progression towards 

the language used in passage of future same-sex marriage laws (Entin, 2014; Kahn, 

2014). 
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The fight for equality and civil rights for same gender loving individuals finally 

resolved, in 2015, when the United States Supreme Court ruled that states cannot prohibit 

same-sex marriage (Henry, 2016). On June 26, 2015 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled, in a 

landmark decision, Obergefell v. Hodges, that the right to marry is a fundamental right 

and cannot be denied because of sexual orientation (Strasser, 2016). The ruling in the 

Obergefell v. Hodges case allowed same-sex couples to have the same legal privileges, 

rights, responsibilities, and benefits as heterosexual couples throughout the nation 

(Dienhart, 2016; Hermann, 2016). 

Affirmative Counseling 

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) listed 

homosexuality as a psychological disorder until 1973 (Johnson, 2012). Since that time, 

counselors and Psychotherapists have worked tirelessly with sexual minorities who were 

dealing with the stigma associated with homosexuality and sexual identity issues 

(Johnson, 2012). These helping professionals engaged in what is known as Affirmative 

Counseling. Affirmative Counseling is defined as “an approach to therapy that embraces 

a positive view of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) identities 

and relationships and addresses the negative influences that homophobia, transphobia, 

and heterosexism have on the lives of LGBTQ clients” (Rock, Carlson, & McGeorge, 

2010, p. 175). This is in stark contrast to the psychological stance of the 1970’s, that once 

viewed this population as having a mental disorder and in need of conversion type 

therapies (Johnson, 2012).  

The goal of Affirmative Therapy is to “engage with LGBTQ clients in a way that 
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is both inclusive and affirming of their sexual orientation while working to minimize the 

effects of societal oppression” (Corturillo, McGeorge, & Carlson, 2016). This affirmation 

is done by dispelling heteronormative assumptions and biases, as well as confronting 

heterosexual privilege (McGeorge, Carlson, & Toomey, 2014). To aid in this effort, 

clergy members as well as members of the counseling community have been urged to 

closely examine their own biases regarding sexual minorities and the struggles they face 

within mainstream society (Corturillo, McGeorge, & Carlson, 2016). Roberts and Avent 

(2016) noted that although societal perceptions regarding the LGBTQ community have 

drastically changed, beliefs about their benefits and rights still remain an area of 

contention.  

Affirmative Counseling has been seen a positive addition to the mental health 

field as it falls directly in line with the American Counseling Association (ACA) Code of 

Ethics. Standard C.5 of the ACA Code of Ethics maintains that counselors will not 

discriminate against clients based upon a number of factors including gender identity and 

sexual orientation (ACA, 2014). Section C of the ACA Code of Ethics also encourage 

counselors to engage in ongoing advocacy of clients at various levels in order to promote 

a healthy quality of life (ACA, 2014). Affirmation of LGBTQ clients has shown to aid in 

the healing process of “coming out of the closet” as well sexual identity formation (Rock, 

Carlson, & McGeorge, 2010). 

Affirmative Counseling and Religion 

To date there has been limited research surrounding Pastoral Care and Counseling 

and Affirmative Counseling within Religious Institutions and their LGBTQ parishioners, 
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except when dealing with HIV and AIDS prevention. However, Goodrich, Buser, Luke, 

and Buser, (2016) conducted a recent study that looked at the lived experiences of 

LGBTQ clients in counseling dealing with religious and sexual identity intersection 

issues. The researchers conducted a consensual qualitative research (CSQ) study with 

twelve self-identified White participants, between the ages of 18 to 58 within the 

continental United States. Eight participants identified as female, and four as male. All 

four men identified as gay, six female participants identified as lesbian, and two 

identified as bisexual (Goodrich et al., 2016). The study took into account that all people 

deal with multiple identities, which could affect the way they react to and interpret their 

counseling needs, especially regarding their sexual and religious identities. Yarhouse and 

Tan (2005) stressed the importance of identifying the strain that comes with the co co-

existing identities of religion and sexuality. The Goodrich et al., (2016) study also 

determined that individuals tend to feel pressured to choose one identity over the other, 

instead of allowing the two identities to integrate. 

The Goodrich et al., (2016) study concluded that LGBT clients who sought 

counseling for religious and sexual identity issues found a mix of positive and negative 

and experiences. For starters, participants felt that some Christian counselors showed a 

level of unconscious bias toward the client’s sexual orientation and their spiritual identity 

(Goodrich et al., 2016). Participants stated this was evident in session as the therapist 

would over-focus or under-focus on areas surrounding sexual or religious identity, 

regardless of the presenting problem. Participants also stated that some lay counselors 

were ill equipped, although good intentioned, to deal with participants’ presenting 
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concerns. Some participants in the study stated that they received healthy Affirmative 

Therapy, whereas others stated they were encouraged to seek sexual orientation change 

efforts (SOCE) like Reparative Therapy or Conversion Therapy. These latter choices 

were encouraged in order to choose their Religious Identity over their Sexual Identity.  

The consensus of the Goodrich et al., (2016) study showed that the counseling net 

is continuing to grow and expand. Meeting the needs of all of our clients, regardless of 

sexual orientation, class, gender, race, and affiliation should be the focus of every well-

intentioned therapist. Although the participants in the Goodrich et al., (2016) study were 

not diverse in ethnicity, race, and socioeconomic status, it did allow dialogue and 

discourse to begin regarding counseling many underserved populations. The goal of 

counselors should be to constantly look for opportunities to promote client health and 

well-being. This is done by continuous education and training.  

Summary 

 For years, many Christians, have had concerns and opposing views about same-

sex relationships and marriage. Before the Obergefell v. Hodges case, American society 

was culturally divided between the morality versus the civil rights of the case dynamics 

(Ogland, & Bartkowski, 2014). These views were never really resolved, instead they 

were often politically silenced, even within and throughout the evolution of some of the 

more prominent Christian churches (Wirenius, 2014). Church leaders argued that 

marriage has been viewed as an exclusive God ordained relationship, between a husband 

and a wife, built upon mutual love and respect, for the building up of the family and life-

long companionship (Stokes, & Schewe, 2016; Grobien, 2013). This understanding of 
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marriage was further divided between those who had religious convictions versus those 

who felt politically oppressed and unfairly treated as second class citizens (McConnell, 

Baker, & Karwoski, 2016; Stone, & Ward, 2011). 

African American clergy members, as a whole, do not believe it is ok to deny 

anyone their civil rights. However, many clergy members do not see gay rights as civil 

rights (Stone & Ward, 2011). Many clergy members still interpret scriptural texts, 

regarding homosexuality, as abnormal sins against nature and therefore against God 

(Larsen, 2015). This is the main dividing point that often contextualizes many 

conversations between gay rights activists and conservative Christians (Stone & Ward, 

2011). Without a compromise on this fundamental point it will be almost impossible to 

have a basic connection between Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights.  

Despite the fact that social climate has become more accepting of the LGBTQ 

community, within the recent years, the African American religious community has not 

leant its support as much as many in the gay community would like. This lack of support 

is confusing to some, considering the African American community has been the 

recipient of racial oppression and mistreatment in America. Progress has been made in 

the court systems, especially with the ruling in Obergefell v. Hodges (Strasser, 2016). 

Some may argue that this changes marriage values (Stokes, & Schewe, 2016), while 

others believe it simply creates equality for all, as Loving v. Virginia, 1967, did for 

Blacks (Goring, 2006).  

The underpinnings of ethical codes of the mental health community are to honor 

diversity, do no harm, do good where possible, advocate for one’s clients, and promote 
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social justice (ACA, 2014). This is evident as the counseling community is diligently 

increasing their efforts to adequately support and affirm LGBTQ clients (McCullough et 

al., 2017). Research (George; 2015; Bidell, 2014; McGeorge, Carlson, & Toomey, 2014) 

has shown that LGBTQ individuals experience higher occurrences of depression, 

substance abuse, anxiety and mood disorders, suicidal ideations, and identity 

development issues. Many of these same individuals are reporting that they not receiving 

adequate mental health care and support, regarding the co-existence of their sexual 

orientation, sexual identity, and religious identity. Some clients feel as though there is a 

distinct disconnect between the counseling community and the moral views of Christian 

counselors. Even still, the Association for Spiritual, Ethical, and Religious Issues in 

Counseling [ASERVIC], 2009 has made diligent efforts to promote client well-being in 

an unbiased and affirmative manner. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

Studying the Black Church (TBC) and its response to the LGBTQ community 

presents various challenges. This topic is very controversial and passionate for various 

individuals. In doing the research for this dissertation it was discovered that there was a 

lack of literature specific to African American clergy members and their attempt to offer 

productive Pastoral Care and Counseling and or Affirmative Counseling to members of 

the LGBTQ community (Rock, Carlson, & McGeorge, 2010). Although the topics have 

been addressed individually, there is a gap in the literature that interconnects the 

dynamics of understanding and exploration on both sides of these underprivileged 

communities. This dissertation examines how African American clergy members attempt 

to explain and expound upon their theological understanding of same-sex marriage, in the 

context of Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights, as well as how they attempt 

to offer Affirmative and or Pastoral Care and Counseling. 

Overview of How Chapter Is Organized 

Chapter Three focuses on the overall methodology for this dissertation research. 

The chapter begins with a comprehensive explanation of qualitative methodology as well 

as the rationale for utilizing it for this study. The chapter then moves on to describe 

grounded theory and the specific tenets that make up this specific research approach. In 

this section, grounded theory and its application to the dissertation research question will
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be discussed. This chapter will also look at a pilot study, that was created by this author, 

for an investigative research study (See Appendix A). The results of the pilot study and 

the findings will be outlined in this chapter, along with the explanation on how the pilot 

study aided in the formation for the grounded theory research questions. The survey for 

the pilot study (Appendix A) and the informed consent (Appendix B) are included. 

What Is Qualitative Methodology? 

Qualitative research and methodology is considered to be the broadest and most 

inclusive form of data collection and discovery (Chesebro, & Borisoff, 2007). 

Methodologies look at the “how’s” and “why's” of research. The methodology of 

qualitative research has been described as an interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and 

counter-disciplinary humanistic interpretive science that focuses on the subjective nature 

of comparative links amongst rare cases (Jackson, Drummond, & Camara, You 2007; 

Aspers, & Corte, 2015). Qualitative methodology is a part of the social sciences that 

strives to find new and different ways of comprehending the experiences of lived societal 

realities (Jackson, Drummond, & Camara, 2007). Qualitative methodology looks at the 

functionality of the communal world and how humans experience it (Jackson, 

Drummond, & Camara, 2007). It can also be understood as a flexible research tool used 

as an umbrella to cover a variety of approaches (Aspers, & Corte, 2015).  

In qualitative methodology the focus varies on a continuum between the analysis 

of the content to the implications of the analyzed conversations (Jackson, Drummond, & 

Camara, 2007). This allows the subjects being studied to have raw experience without a 

predetermined script or theory formation. This is done by what Tracy (2012) identifies as 
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the three core qualitative concepts; self-reflexivity, context, and thick description. Self-

reflexivity takes into account the researcher's worldview and past experiences. Context 

refers to the researcher’s ability to be fully engaged in a scene and being able to interpret 

it. Thick description is like context in that the researcher attempts to immerse themselves 

in a culture in order to interpret it, but then moves toward a comprehensive theory. 

Qualitative analysis is different, although not in opposition to quantitative exploration, in 

that qualitative takes the approach of linguistic narratives instead of numerology (Aspers, 

& Corte, 2015; Landrum, & Garza, 2015). Qualitative research focuses on in-depth and 

deeply rooted investigative responses, within a natural setting, that is not easily measured 

by generalized data collection and charting (Aspers, & Corte, 2015; Jackson, Drummond, 

& Camara, 2007).  

Qualitative research concentrates primarily on social inquiry, that is displayed as 

non-numeric data, in the form of words (Jackson, Drummond, & Camara, 2007). 

Qualitative methodology also attempts to comprehend the complexity of processing the 

social world and understanding how individuals and communities adapt to and assign 

varied meanings to people, places, and various things (Aspers, & Corte, 2015). This 

allows the investigator to focus on under-researched topics and give meaning to 

marginalized subject matters (Court, 2008). Qualitative methods attempt to interpret the 

experiences of people, by focusing on underlying meanings, motivations, and cultural 

symbols of active participants (Chesebro, & Borisoff, 2007). Just like qualitative, 

quantitative design too focuses on the relational variables among subjects, but it does so 

by measuring facts and figures (Balkin, 2014; Landrum, & Garza, 2015). 
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Rationale for Using Qualitative Methodology 

 Qualitative Research is about the in-depth interpretation of non-numeric data 

(Aspers, & Corte, 2015). Qualitative methodology allows the researcher to obtain a rich 

and profound look into what is going on in certain distinct settings (Aspers, & Corte, 

2015). Tracy (2012) noted that qualitative research is about immersing oneself in an 

environment and trying to make sense of what is going on beneath the surface. For this 

study, regarding African American clergy and TBC, qualitative methodology was chosen 

in order to gain better insight into the rationale and understanding of clergy members and 

their Biblical exegesis of same-sex relationships.  

Qualitative inquiry delves into the lived experiences of the active and former 

participants (Jackson, Drummond, & Camara, 2007). In the case of African American 

clergy members and their unique experience dealing with the Biblical understanding of 

same-sex relationships, the goal was to discover associations and striking distinctions. 

Aspers and Corte (2015) stated that qualitative research is particularly well suited to 

uncover fine descriptive distinctions and parallel associations. These associations, 

commonalities, and or differences are directly connected to the unique experience of each 

individual clergy member and their personal perception of the world as it relates to 

Biblical and moral interpretation.  

 The motivation for choosing a qualitative approach, for this study, stemmed from 

the knowledge that clergy members have varied experiences within their diverse 

communities as they approach and interpret controversial topics. Perspectives often differ 

between clergy members of different ages, denominations, and educational backgrounds 
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regarding a variety of topics, including worship styles, inclusivity, and even exclusivity 

(Taylor et al., 2000). It is through the lens of diversity that social cognition and social 

behaviors are often influenced (Jackson, Drummond, & Camara, 2007). Because clergy 

members in TBC deal with a variety of experiences, that can change with new insight and 

revelation, taking a qualitative approach seems most appropriate as experience is always 

happening, changing, and ongoing (Jackson, Drummond, & Camara, 2007). 

Grounded Theory 

Grounded Theory (GT) is a comprehensive qualitative research approach that 

looks at the social interactions among human participants that is grounded or found 

within the data (Chesebro, & Borisoff, 2007). This approach allows the researcher to 

unravel the complexities of human interaction through in-depth analysis and investigative 

studies of the participant’s life experiences (Wertz, & Charmaz, 2014). GT is a 

qualitative examination tool that immerses the researcher into the contextual 

environments and lived experiences of the participating subjects (Glaser, 2016). The 

intricacies of GT utilizes raw data in order to gather, explore, and discover information 

on human beings and their ongoing social interactions (Cooney, 2010).  

Defining GT is not as complicated as defining qualitative research. Although GT 

is an open and fluid tool of research, it is also one that follows prescribed rules of 

interaction and complexity. Wertz and Charmaz (2014) define GT very similar to Aspers 

and Corte (2015). The former defines it as a systematic yet flexible method that 

emphasizes data analysis, involves simultaneous data collection, uses comparative 

methods, and provides tools for constructing theories (Wertz, & Charmaz, 2014). Both of 
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these definitions highlight the importance of the human interaction as well as the 

flexibility that Grounded Theory offers, with an emphasis on inductive reasoning.  

Grounded Theory was developed in the late 1960’s by sociologists Barney Glaser 

and Anselm Strauss. The main purpose of GT was to reduce the gap between theory and 

empirical research by creating detailed explanations of phenomenon being investigated 

(Cooney, 2010). As an emerging research methodology, GT has helped researchers build 

and formulate theory as well as create meaning from data (Aspers, & Corte, 2015). GT is 

different from other forms of qualitative research in that it provides a systematic 

inductive approach to data acquisition which gives the researcher more flexibility and 

intimate connection with the human instrument (Aspers, & Corte, 2015).  

Grounded Theory has had a strong influence in critical research by generating 

concepts by virtue of understanding the actual data discovered through the social context 

of participants (Cooney, 2010). GT does not try to simply interpret theory or test theory; 

instead, it is used to build and generate new theory or elaborate on an existing theory with 

an original perspective (Goulding, 2017). Creating a theory using the data is known as 

inductive reasoning. The logic of inductive reasoning starts with the data and requires the 

ability to differentiate between diverse samples of evidence (Noyes, & Christie, 2016). 

The comparative nature of GT allows the researcher to inductively go back and forth 

between gathering data and analyzing results (Wertz, & Charmaz, 2014). 

Rationale for Using Grounded Theory 

Grounded Theory is considered to be “the most successful innovation of academic 

research in the social sciences of the 20th, century, being both original and enduring” 
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(Remenyi, 2014). As a tool that creates and or expands upon theory, this format would be 

a perfect model for this dissertation study, as it allows this research to be done in a format 

of originality and fluidity. This study will utilize the flexibility of inductive reasoning and 

abduction, that Grounded Theory offers, in order to have a better understanding of 

African American clergy members and their interpretation of same-sex marriage. 

Induction allows the researcher to move from data to theory (Remenyi, 2014). Abduction, 

when used with GT, utilizes the approach of inference, meaning the reflective proposal of 

a connection between data and contextualization (Remenyi, 2014).  

Grounded Theory relies on strategic efforts that formulate theory by decoding 

raw, unshaped and unformulated data (Wertz, & Charmaz, 2014). GT systematically 

allows the researcher to successfully create or enhance upon a theory by understanding 

abstract data and theoretical ideas and concepts (Willig, 2013). This theory fits well with 

the diversity of the African American clergy population because GT takes into account 

that reality is ever changing and constantly evolving (Morse, & Richard, 2002). With this 

particular population the GT approach will work best as it will allow the data to create a 

theory that speaks to this under researched phenomenon of clergy members and their 

views on same-sex marriage within The Black Church. The creation of theory is the 

foundational driving force for GT comprehension and rationalization (Remenyi, 2014). 

As GT emphasizes comparative and interactive coding, data flexibility, and investigative 

inquiry, it provides the researcher the ability to construct and create a theory that directly 

fits in line with the analyzed data (Wertz, & Charmaz, 2014) 
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Grounded Theory Guidelines 

Morse and Richard (2002) noted that reality is socially constructed and it is likely 

to shift and change over time. This is important considering that GT does not try to force 

a preconceived theory upon subjects; instead, it allows the unfolding data to formulate its 

own naturalistic theory. This is done mainly by effective data collection, which is one of 

the main contributors to the understanding of how GT is rationalized and verified (Wertz, 

& Charmaz, 2014). Utilizing proper GT guidelines, like interactive comparative data 

collection, memo writing, coding, and analysis, should produce good results for this in-

depth dissertation study. 

Coding 

In contrast to other qualitative approaches, Grounded Theory emphasizes the 

detailed coding process, which labels and links categories, as well as establishes 

relationships between the categories (Willig, 2013). Coding, which is not a precise 

science, has been described as a labeling system that places data into specific categories 

(Saldaña, 2013). Creating concepts that arise from the data, in preparation for labeling is 

the first step in the coding process (Remenyi, 2014). The unique thing about GT coding is 

the interpretive methodology, which highlights the integration of the labeled data being 

researched and or investigated. This integration process is done through constant 

comparative analysis and theoretical coding (Remenyi, 2014; Willig, 2013; Carmichael, 

& Cunningham, 2017).  

The strategies involved in the inductive process of coding, in Grounded Theory, 

have been heavily debated by many scholars (Goulding, 2017; Remenyi, 2014; Willig, 
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2013; Strauss & Corbin, 2008; Charmaz 2006). Some argued that is should be done in 

three distinct phases, however, some theorists have narrowed it down to two (Ralph, 

Birks, & Chapman, 2015). Charmaz (2006) identifies two levels of coding: substantive 

and theoretical. Strauss and Corbin (2008) identify three stages of coding: open coding, 

axial coding, and selective coding. This is directly in line with Morse and Richard (2002) 

and their defining of the three-part process as descriptive coding, topical coding and 

analytical coding. For the purpose of this dissertation the author will use the three stages 

of coding identified in traditional Grounded Theory by Strauss and Corbin.  

The three-part coding system, as outlined in classic Grounded Theory of Strauss 

and Corbin, allows the investigator to perform an in-depth microanalysis of the research 

material by labeling and categorizing data into workable parts (Strauss, & Corbin, 2008). 

Open coding, axial coding, and selective coding are identifiers for different stages of the 

breakdown process. This three-part system allows for continual and constant comparison, 

integration of formulated theory, as well as causal conditioning (Heppner, 2004; 

Carmichael, & Cunningham, 2017). This is mainly done by careful and exhaustive 

examination and interpretation of all relevant materials.  

Open coding is the first cycle of the Grounded Theory microanalysis breakdown 

process (Remenyi, 2014). Open coding has been defined by Heppner (2004) as the 

“examination of minute sections of text made up of individuals words, phrases, and 

sentences.” This descriptive stage allows the researcher to fully categorize, name, and 

label specified data according to abstract and analytical concepts towards the process of 

saturation (Willig, 2013). Open coding starts the detailed organization and microscopic 
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analysis phase of the writing project (Strauss, & Corbin, 1998). During the open coding 

stage the goal is to portray meaning, define actions, and assign process to a participant’s 

story (Charmaz, 2006). It also allows concepts to be developed and formulated (Saldaña, 

2013).  

The second phase, in the Grounded Theory formation process, is axial coding 

which aims to explore relationships between categories by constant comparison 

(Heppner, 2004; Carmichael, & Cunningham, 2017). Since open coding is mainly 

descriptive, axial coding is more a refinement phase that identifies parallel associations 

(Willig, 2013). According to Creswell, the main purpose of axial coding is “to sort, 

synthesize, and organize large amounts of data and reassemble them in new ways after 

open coding” (2103). Axial coding is essentially about interconnecting the data and 

determining relationships. In axial coding, properties and dimensions are defined in 

context to the axis of the data (Charmaz, 2006). This takes place simultaneously while 

categories are interrelated and placed into subcategories. During the axial coding phase 

the focus is on asking questions and making comparisons in order to find adequate 

connections (Strauss, & Corbin, 2008).  

The third stage of selective or analytical coding allows the investigator to develop 

concepts through exhaustive measures of coding prepositions (Corbin, & Strauss, 2008). 

During this step the researcher will try to select specific codes in order to formulate a 

theory around the core of the data (Morse, & Richards, 2002). In the selective coding 

phase, the researcher looks for a central concept or one or two core categories that help 

develop what some theorists term as a storyline (Evans, 2013). Creating the storyline is 
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an ongoing and intricate refinement process. Through careful selection the categories are 

reduced to one central denominator to effectively build a concise narrative (Glaser, 

2016). All of this is done in an effort to develop a new, context-specific theory (Willig, 

2013). 

Memo Writing 

 Memo writing is a fundamental principle of Grounded Theory research and 

methodology (Ruppel, & Mey, 2015). Note taking or memo writing are considered 

effective analysis tools that allows the researcher to recall personal thoughts and feelings 

about observed events (Wertz, & Charmaz, 2014). Memos are working and living 

documents that are created and re-created throughout the research project, in order to sort 

precise relationships between categories (Corbin, & Strauss, 2008). Memos are also a 

good place to ask questions about the data and explore details about categories as they 

come to mind (Morse, & Richards, 2002). Journaling or memo writing serves as a 

midpoint between coding data and writing the first draft of the paper (Wertz, & Charmaz, 

2014). Memos also help with comparative analysis, as data is compared against itself and 

other data (Willig, 2013). 

 Throughout the process of coding and labeling, memo writing and journaling are 

essential to the functionality of the Grounded Theory process (Goulding, 2017). Using 

ongoing analytical tools starts at the beginning of the research and continue through all 

levels of coding (Willig, 2013). Corbin and Strauss (2008) refer to memos as the written 

form of our abstract thoughts about data. On paper, those analytical thoughts, come in 

many different forms, including: theoretical, methodological, operational and planning or 
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reflective notes and memos (Ruppel, & Mey, 2015). These fluid documents may evolve 

over time and grow conceptually. 

Application of Grounded Theory to the Overall Research Question 

This study will use the classic approach of Grounded Theory methodology as 

outlined by Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998, 2008) in order to look at the overall research 

question. The research question being: How do African American Pastors and clergy 

members attempt to offer effective Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative 

Counseling regardless of their theological understanding of same-sex marriage, in the 

context of Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights? The research seeks to 

develop an analytic theory surrounding African American clergy and their ability to offer 

effective counseling to their LGBTQ parishioners.  

In discovering how African American clergy interpret scriptural texts and 

approach Pastoral and Affirmative Counseling, regarding the LGBTQ community, this 

study will open doors for future research regarding inclusivity within TBC. The in-depth 

qualitative approach, found in grounded theory, allows the researcher to gain a deeper 

understanding of the clergy community and their divisive stance on Biblical, moral, and 

civil rights topics. The research questions, that are posed to each participant, will aid in 

the exploration of clergy’s stance on Pastoral Counseling, Affirmative Counseling, 

Biblical understanding, and scriptural interpretation. Thus, qualitative research methods 

are the best option to investigate and explore this under researched area of interest.  
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Dissertation Research Questions 

How do African American clergy members attempt to explain their theological 

understanding of same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, 

and civil rights? How are African American clergy members offering Pastoral Care and 

Counseling in accordance with Affirmative Counseling to their LGBTQ parishioners? 

Grounded Theory Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

1. How do you, as an African American clergy member, explain your theological 

understanding of same-sex marriage, in the context of 

a. Biblical interpretation,  

b. morality, and  

c. civil rights? 

2. Can you express love and acceptance without agreeing with the same-sex 

lifestyle? and if so, how do you do it in an authentic manner? 

3. How do you personally help to bridge or widen the gap between The Black 

Church and the LGBTQ community? 

4. How can you (or are you willing) to offer Pastoral Care and counseling to 

homosexuals and same-sex couples with pre-marital counseling, marriage 

counseling, and overall life issues? 

a. Would you utilize Affirmative Counseling? 

b. Would you counsel against the morality of homosexuality? If so, how 

would you do so? 
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Hypothesis 

In the Qualitative Study of Grounded Theory our goal is to create a theory, 

therefore a hypothesis would not be formulated or tested (Aspers, & Corte, 2015; 

Remenyi, 2014). 

Research Methodology 

 This dissertation study will conduct semi-structured interviews with ten randomly 

selected senior African American clergy members of various genders and sexual 

orientation backgrounds. Using semi-structured interviews allows the researcher to gain a 

better understanding of the life experiences and the perspective of the subjects (Kvale, & 

Brinkmann, 2009). The interview process will take place in one or two sessions of 

approximately one hour each, either in person or by telephone or computer. All 

conversations will be audio and or video recorded with the participant’s written and 

verbal consent. Throughout this investigative process this researcher will utilize 

journaling and memo writing to look for themes by way of constant comparison 

(Carmichael, & Cunningham, 2017). This study will utilize the computer-aided 

qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), known as NVivo, in order to analyze and 

code the data from the semi-structured interviews.  

Participants 

  The researcher for this qualitative study set out to look at ten African American 

clergy members, across the continental United States, who have varied beliefs about 

Biblical interpretation, morality, civil rights, homosexuality, and same-sex marriage. 

However, with the increased interest in this study a total 16 African American clergy 
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members participated. In order to gather the participants, from the pilot study, stratified 

sampling was utilized. In stratified sampling, participants were divided up into 

demographic subgroups based on sexual orientation and gender. From there, an even 

number of males and females or transgender participants as well as an even number of 

heterosexual and same-gender loving participants were chosen. IRB approval was 

obtained, and each participant received an informed consent and confidentiality 

agreement. The researcher then interviewed each of the 16 participants. Each of the 

subjects were given pseudonyms to protect their privacy and assure anonymity. For the 

purpose of this study their age, educational level, denominational affiliation, 

congregation size, and geographic location will be disclosed. Participants will be 

randomly selected based upon prior interest from a pre-approved pilot study.  

Pilot Study 

The pilot study survey was created for publication research by Cherry Hymes and 

Dr. David Lane in order to gather information from African American clergy members 

regarding their overall views of Biblical understanding and same-sex relationship 

acceptance. Although the information has not yet been published, it served as a valuable 

tool that sparked a lot of interest and conversation from participants about the topic of 

homophobia within The Black Church. Permission was obtained from the researcher’s 

dissertation committee to use this survey as the basis for the dissertation. 

The online pilot survey received Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval, number H1701023 on February 20, 2017. The recruitment email went 

out to hundreds of African American clergy members across the United States. The 
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clergy members were recruited through known acquaintances, social media (FaceBook, 

Twitter and Instagram), and seminary list serves. The email was also forwarded using the 

snowball effect to other clergy members that had expressed an interest.  

Once a participant expressed interest, from the recruitment email, they were given 

a website address to access in order to complete the survey via Survey Monkey. The 

survey began by asking participants for their basic demographic information, to include: 

age, gender, marital status, highest education level achieved, sexual orientation, 

denomination, as well as church location and size. The survey asked participants for their 

name but they were also informed they could complete the survey anonymously.  

The pilot study consisted of a 65-item survey that prompted African American 

clergy members to rank their understanding of Biblical and moral information on a five-

point Likert scale. Various questions asked respondents about their belief surrounding the 

Bible, Biblical principles, role of clergy members, same-sex relationships, same-sex 

marriage, interracial marriage and civil rights. The questionnaire also asked participants 

if they saw a correlation between interracial marriage and same-sex marriage. The last 

question on the survey asked for permission for further interviewing, if selected to be a 

part of the qualitative study. 

Pilot Study Participants 

  Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS) was used to analyze the data in 

the pilot study. The participant sample was broken down into demographic categories 

that included gender, age, and sexual identification categories. A large pool of African 

American clergy were recruited to take part in the pilot study. 103 participants started the 
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survey and 96 completed all the questions. Of the 96, 55 self-identified male, 39 as 

female, and one as transgender. One preferred not to answer. 74 identified as 

heterosexual, three as bisexuals, eight as gay, two as lesbian, one as asexual, three as 

same-gender loving, two as other, and two preferred not to answer. For marital status, 19 

reported as single (never married), 20 as single (divorced), two as widowed, four as 

engaged, six as dating, and 45 as married. There were five who reported as married to the 

same gender.  

The age range of the participants were: under 21 (n = three), 21-30 years old (n = 

10), 31-40 years old (n = 20), 41-50 years old (n = 34), 51-60 years old (n = 16), over 61 

years old (n = 13). The participants were asked to identify their highest level of education 

completed. Results showed one non-high school graduate, two completed the GED, 16 

were high school graduates, three held a religious certificate, three completed an AA 

degree, six held a Bachelor degree in non-religious studies, two held a bachelor degree in 

religious studies, 42 completed a Master Degree in seminary or religious studies, six 

completed a Master Degree in non-religious studies, three completed a PhD or Doctoral 

level degree in non-religious studies, 10 completed a PhD or Doctoral level degree in 

religious studies, two received an honorary degree. 

Denominational affiliations were listed as Baptist, 47; Full Gospel, one; Church 

of God in Christ (COGIC), four; African Methodist Episcopal (AME), one; Christian 

Methodist Episcopal (CME), one; Non-Denominational, 21; Other (American Baptist, 

AMEZ, Apostolic, Asiatic Moor, Christian Church Disciples of Christ, Church of God, 

New Thought, United Methodist, and Unitarian Universalist), 20.  
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The study identified participants (n = 75) that were in possession of a ministry 

license and participants that admitted to having a certificate of ordination for ministry (n 

= 71). Some participants stated they were in full time ministry (meaning this is their main 

source of income, they have full time office hours, with no other full-time employment) 

(n = 31).  

Pilot Study Results 

To narrow the results of the study and start formulating grounded theory interview 

questions, this researcher looked specifically at how clergy members answered some of 

the key questions regarding Biblical interpretation, homosexuality, and civil rights. A 

cross tabulation query was run in order to look at questions regarding homosexuality, 

adultery, and fornication, and compared these to participants who hold the title of senior 

pastor (n = 24). Senior Pastors were chosen because of their time and position in the 

church, their presumed wisdom that would come with the position, and their educational 

level that would most likely come with the position. Most senior pastors set the tone for 

how other clergy members, within their congregation, interpret Biblical texts and how 

they treat congregants from all walks of life.  

In a cross-tabulation query, using SPSS, the results showed that 18 Senior Pastors 

either Strongly Agreed or Agreed that same-sex marriage is a moral issue, followed by 

three Senior Pastors who either Strongly Disagreed or Disagreed. When asked if same-

sex marriage was a civil rights issue, seven Senior Pastors either Strongly Agreed or 

Agreed followed by 13 Senior Pastors who either Strongly Disagreed or Disagreed. 
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In a cross tabulation query, using SPSS, the results showed that 12 Senior Pastors 

either Strongly Agreed or Agreed that homosexuality is an abomination to God, followed 

by nine Senior Pastors who either Strongly Disagreed or Disagreed, and one Senior 

Pastor who answered as Neutral. When asked if homosexuality was a sin, 12 Senior 

Pastors either Strongly Agreed or Agreed followed by seven Senior Pastors who either 

Strongly Disagreed or Disagreed, and three Senior Pastors who answered as Neutral. 

When asked if adultery and fornication was a sin 18 Senior Pastors either Strongly 

Agreed or Agreed, followed by three Senior Pastors who either Strongly Disagreed or 

Disagreed, and one Senior Pastor who answered as Neutral.  

In a cross tabulation query, using SPSS, the results showed that six Senior Pastors 

either Strongly Agreed or Agreed that they support same-sex marriage, followed by 13 

Senior Pastors who either Strongly Disagreed or Disagreed, and three Senior Pastors who 

answered as Neutral. When asked if the definition of marriage was strictly God ordained 

as between a man and a woman, 16 Senior Pastors either Strongly Agreed or Agreed, 

followed by five Senior Pastors who either Strongly Disagreed or Disagreed, and one 

Senior Pastor who answered as Neutral.  

A query search was also run regarding the willingness to preach against 

homosexuality with the current legal and cultural outcry. The results showed that six 

Senior Pastors either Strongly Agreed or Agreed that they are apprehensive about 

preaching against homosexuality, followed by 11 Senior Pastors who either Strongly 

Disagreed or Disagreed, and five Senior Pastors who answered as Neutral.  
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Summary of Pilot Study 

The pilot study produced a lot of information that can garner further analysis. 

However, looking at the results it was evident that more Senior Pastors were accepting or 

at least tolerant of homosexuality in light of the legal and cultural climate of America. 

There did not appear to be a consensus across geographical boundaries, gender, age range 

or educational level on how senior pastors felt about same-sex marriage and or 

relationships. The results of the pilot study produced random and inconsistent answers. 

For this reason, further in-depth qualitative Grounded Theory study is definitely 

warranted. The pilot study allowed the researcher to formulate more specific questions 

that can be used with Grounded Theory in order to understand how African American 

clergy members attempt to explain their theological understanding of same-sex marriage, 

in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights. 

Summary of Methodology 

 Qualitative Research Methodology is a comprehensive and inclusive form of data 

discovery that allows the researcher to interpret social science in a humanistic manner 

(Chesebro, & Borisoff, 2007; Aspers, & Corte, 2015). This form of research works best 

when dealing with human subjects with rare cases and comprehending the world from 

their lived experiences (Jackson, Drummond, & Camara, 2007). It is part of the social 

sciences that collectively focuses on self-reflexivity, context, and thick description 

(Tracy, 2012). Self-reflexivity looks at the researcher's worldview and past experiences. 

Context refers to the researcher’s ability to be fully engaged in a scene and being able to 
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interpret it. Thick description allows the researcher to immerse themselves in a culture in 

order to interpret it and move towards a comprehensive theory.  

This research study will use qualitative investigations in order to fully develop the 

under-researched topic of African American clergy members and their interpretation of 

same-sex marriage in various contexts The overall concept of the Grounded Theory 

qualitative methodology will allow this researcher to formulate a theory that helps readers 

understand how African American clergy interpret their understanding of same-sex 

marriage in various contexts. This study will be limited to participants’ transparency and 

willingness to share their honest stance on social and controversial issues. This study also 

takes into account research bias and will utilize the open lines of communication with 

dissertation committee, ongoing memo writing, and journaling in order to hold the 

primary researcher accountable. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS AND RESULTS FROM RESEARCH 

African American clergy members are a diverse group of autonomous individuals 

from various walks of life, socioeconomic statuses, and denominations (Plunkett, 2014). 

These individuals, who are part of The Black Church (TBC), have historically and 

consistently served as the mouth piece of God, the independent voice of reason, as well 

as influential mediators between the Black community and mainstream society. These 

civic leaders stand on the front lines of social justice and political reform that shapes the 

fabric and foundation of the Black community as well as other disenfranchised groups. 

They served as forerunners for the civil rights movement in the 1960’s, that aided in re-

shaping America to be a more inclusive and diversified union. Today, many of them are 

utilizing their public platform to fight for overall equality and remove the stigma of 

exclusion and oppression, specifically within the Lesbian, Gay, Bi-Sexual, Transgender, 

and Queer (LGBTQ) community (Moore, 2012).  

Studying African American clergy members and their responses to offering 

Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling to the LGBTQ community has 

come with various hurdles, challenges, opportunities, and discoveries. Many of the 

obstacles that were encountered dealt with theological interpretation, Biblical 

understanding, church polity, sexual identification, legalities regarding rights and 

equality, as well as counseling goals and agendas. These obstacles were overcome by
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conducting in-depth qualitative interviews with 16 participants from varied backgrounds 

and theological beliefs (Howson, 2013). The findings in this study focused on individual 

points of reference and experiences in light of a broad and diverse population.  

Organization of Chapter Four 

Chapter Four focuses on the findings and the analyzed results of the semi-

structured grounded theory interviews. These results are presented in sections that outline 

the seven themes and sub-themes that correlate to the saturated coding results of each 

interview. Chapter Four begins by recapping the overall research question. From there the 

chapter discussion looks at the background of the researcher and the roles and 

responsibilities of the researcher. The research methodology is then discussed, along with 

the description of the participant sample. The data analysis begins by looking at the semi-

structured interview questions and then breaking down the interview results into themes 

and subthemes. Finally, each of the seven themes and subthemes are then reviewed and 

explained, along with notable quotes from various participants.  

Dissertation Research Questions 

How do African American clergy members attempt to explain their theological 

understanding of same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, 

and civil rights? How are African American clergy members offering Pastoral Care and 

Counseling in accordance with Affirmative Counseling to their LGBTQ parishioners? 

Background of Researcher 

The researcher is an African American clergy member in her late 40’s. She has 

been actively involved in The Black Church and church ministry for her entire life. As a 
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child, the researcher grew up in a small traditional Baptist church that had lenient 

heteronormative roles. Her grandmother and other women in the church were allowed to 

preach the gospel; however, they were not allowed to do so from the pulpit. They had to 

deliver their sermons from a podium on the floor. The researcher also preached her first 

sermon, at the age of 12, at her home church, from the podium and not from the pulpit.  

While growing up in The Black Church the researcher was exposed to a variety of 

sermons, to include sermons on hope, love, patience, deliverance, sin, salvation, death, 

heaven, and even hell. Sermons about lust and sexual sins were preached but not any 

more frequently than sermons about any other sins. Sermons were normally focused on 

bringing parishioners closer to a relationship with God which was accomplished by 

repentance, deliverance, lifestyle changes, fasting, and prayer. The researcher later 

completed seminary, where she obtained a Master’s Degree in Divinity, in order to have a 

better understanding of theological, homiletical, and Biblical interpretations. 

The researcher is now a Mental Health Therapist with a master’s degree in 

Theology and a second master’s degree in Clinical Mental Health Counseling. The 

researcher has been involved in Pastoral Care and Counseling, as well as Affirmative 

Counseling which has exposed her to a diverse clientele. Throughout her adult life, the 

researcher has routinely engaged with a variety of people, from all walks of life, who 

identify as autonomous, non-conforming and non-heteronormative. The researcher’s 

personal background fueled the passion for this dissertation study, mainly because of her 

love for African American clergy members, The Black Church, and her love for effective 

and ethical counseling practices for all clientele.  
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Researcher Roles and Responsibilities  

Tracy (2012) noted eight markers of qualitative research that are directly in line 

with the researcher role and responsibilities. Those eight markers are worth, rigor, 

sincerity, credibility, significant contribution, resonance, ethics, and meaningful 

coherence. For this dissertation study the researcher took on the challenge of each of 

those tenets in order to set up a foundational formula for qualitative accountability. 

Countless research hours were spent making sure that these markers were rigorously 

addressed and revisited throughout the dissertation process. The researcher understood 

that addressing the need for counseling, in various settings, was a worthy, relevant, 

significant, and ethically viable topic.  

This qualitative study can lead to significant contribution to the African American 

clergy community as well as the counseling community because it addressed a need in a 

genuine, authentic, and experiential manner. The impact can be seen in the rich vigor of 

the context, thick resonance, and the complexity of the subjects being studied. The 

researcher wanted to make sure each participant was able to express their raw and 

authentic views and opinions on the topic without feeling judged or criticized. This was 

accomplished by helping each participant feel comfortable and accepted throughout the 

semi-structured interviews and follow up questions. Sincerity took on a special meaning 

for the researcher because of the implied bias of also being an African American clergy 

member, which also gave meaningful coherence to the overall body of work.  

In order to be neutral and unbiased during the investigative process, the researcher 

kept a daily journal that highlighted her thoughts and feelings about the interviews, the 
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interviewees, and the writing process. In the journal, the researcher focused on being 

transparent and forthcoming about any personal struggles and obstacles she encountered 

during her study. The researcher also kept an open dialogue with her committee 

members, along with engaging in extensive outside mental health therapy that focused on 

credibility, vulnerability, and accountability. It has also been the role and the 

responsibility of the researcher to engage in ongoing self-care throughout this dichotomy 

of being both an African American clergy participant and an African American 

counseling researcher. 

Research Methodology 

 This qualitative grounded theory dissertation study focused on the life and lived 

experiences of 16 African American clergy members of various genders, sexual 

orientations, and backgrounds. The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured 

format which allowed the researcher an opportunity to gain a better understanding of the 

individual perspective of each participant (Kvale, & Brinkmann, 2009). Most of the 

interview process took place over the phone, while others were conducted either in 

person, or via computer video chat. Each session lasted approximately one hour, with 

some interviewees engaging in a 10-15 minute follow up interview. All conversations 

were audio and/or video recorded, with the participant’s written and verbal consent, for 

transcription adequacy purposes. Throughout this investigative process this researcher 

utilized coding, journaling, and memo writing in order to remain unbiased and 

accountable to the authenticity of the research data (Tracy, 2012).  
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Grounded Theory utilizes an inductive, three phase process of coding that was 

employed for this dissertation study (Strauss & Corbin, 2008). The three stages of coding 

are identified by Corbin (2008) as open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. This 

three-part coding system was effective throughout this study in order to gain a better 

understanding of African American clergy members and their responses to the 

investigative research question. To aid in the coding process the computer-aided 

qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), known as NVivo, was used in order to 

analyze and code the data from the semi-structured interviews, journals, and memos 

(Tracy, 2012). 

This dissertation study utilized a coding process that focused on self-reflexivity, 

context, and thick description (Tracy, 2012). As stated earlier, self-reflexivity looks at the 

researcher's worldview and past experiences. Context refers to the researcher’s ability to 

be fully engaged in a scene and being able to interpret it. Thick description allows the 

researcher to immerse themselves in a culture in order to interpret it and move towards a 

comprehensive theory. These steps were employed in order to answer the two research 

questions: 1. How do African American clergy members attempt to explain their 

theological understanding of same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, 

morality, and civil rights? 2. How are African American clergy members offering 

Pastoral Care and Counseling in accordance with Affirmative Counseling to their 

LGBTQ parishioners?  

Data Collection 

 The data collection for this dissertation study began on June 4, 2018, with the 
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approval of Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), study #H1805141. On 

June 5, 2018 letters were emailed out to 30 African American clergy members who 

recently expressed interest in being a part of this ground-breaking qualitative study. By 

June 9, 2018, 22 participants had responded that they wanted to be a part of the interview 

process along with their availability. On June 11, 2018 confidentiality agreements and 

informed consent documents were sent out to all participants (See Appendix C and D). 

By June 13, 2018, 19 participants had signed and returned the confidentiality agreement. 

The actual interviews began on June 14, 2018 and concluded on July 15, 2018.  

 Each interview was audiotaped and/or videotaped for transcription purposes, with 

the participants’ permission. Each interview was initially transcribed verbatim. The 

interviews were later redacted to remove any identifiable information, to include 

participant’s name, church name, and other identifiable characteristics. During the 

redaction period, each participant was given a pseudonym that corresponded to a random 

color. To help maintain confidentiality, the participant was not told what their pseudonym 

would be; they were only aware that their identifiable information would not be on any 

published documents. After the interviews were transcribed, they were then sent back to 

each individual participant to review for validity and accuracy. Each participant was 

asked to read over the transcribed interview and respond with any needed corrections. 

The participants were also asked if there was anything that they wanted to correct, add or 

elaborate on, or clarify within their interview. All responses were collected and amended 

or added to the transcribed interview. Each transcribed interview was then uploaded to 

the computer-aided qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), known as NVivo, to 
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begin the coding process as well as look for themes, sub-themes, and patterns related to 

the research questions.  

Description of Participant Sample 

This qualitative study set a goal to look at ten African American clergy members, 

across the continental United States, who have varied beliefs about Pastoral Care and 

Counseling, and Affirmative Counseling. However, once the interviews started, the 

researcher exceeded the initial goal and conducted semi-structured interviews with 18 

African American senior Pastors and clergy members, and one non-Black participant. 

Although a total of 19 interviews were completed, two interviewees withdrew from the 

study because of confidentiality concerns, and one interviewee was withdrawn because of 

ethnicity qualifiers. The researcher attempted to address the confidentiality concerns, and 

even though each participant was given and signed a copy of the informed consent and 

confidentiality agreement before participating in the interview, the two participants 

decided to withdraw. The two participants who withdrew were insistent in their concern 

that their position within The Black Church would be jeopardized if they went on record, 

even anonymously, with their honest opinions about counseling members of the LGBTQ 

community.  

The data gathered from the one participant who did not identify as African 

American was not used as an official part of the study, however her information was 

valuable as it aided in further research inquiries, follow up questions, and more in-depth 

analysis for this study. All remaining 16 participants were given random, color 

coordinated pseudonyms in order to protect their identity and maintain confidentiality. 
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The 16 participants were all licensed and ordained African American clergy 

members with a leadership position within The Black Church. Of the 16 participants, 

eight self-identified as male, six self-identified as female, and two self-identified as 

transgender (one male and one female). Of the 16 participants, seven self-identified as 

heterosexual, two self-identified as homosexual, two self-identified as transsexual, two 

self-identified as Queer, one self-identified as lesbian, and two preferred not to answer. 

For marital status, five reported as being married to a person of the opposite gender, one 

reported being married to a person of the same gender, three reported as divorced from 

opposite gender, five reported single (never married), and two preferred not to answer.  

The ages of the participants were: under 30 years old (n = 0), 30-40 years old (n = 

3), 41-50 years old (n = 4), 51-60 years old (n = 7), over 61 years old (n = 2), with the 

range being: 32 to 77 years old. The participants were asked to identify their highest level 

of education completed. The results identified the following: one participant had a GED, 

two reported High School diplomas, three reported Bachelor’s Degrees, six reported 

Master’s Degree (5 Religious studies or Seminary, 1 non-Religious studies), four 

reported having obtained a PhD or Doctoral Level Degree (two religious studies and two 

non-religious studies).  

Participants were asked about their average congregation size and the results 

were: under 100 members (n = 1), 100-200 members (n = 5), 201-300 members (n = 1), 

300-400 members (n = 1), 401-500 members (n = 2), 501–1000 members (n = 0), 1001-

2000 members (n = 4), over 2000 members (n = 2), with the smallest congregation size 
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having 65 members and the largest having 3000 members (See table 1 and 2 for full 

participant demographic).  
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Table 1 
 

Full Participant Demographic 

 
 Pseudo-

Name 
 

Rev: 

Marital 
Status 

Sexual 
Orienta-

tion 

Age Educational 
Level 

Geographic 
Location 

Membership 
Size 

1 Black Married  H1 51 HS TX 1500 

2 Blue Divorced  H1 47 Dr. (R) CA 3000 
3 Brown Single T 42 GED NJ 1500 

4 Green NA NA 53 BA (R) VA 1300 
5 Grey Married  T 50 BA (NR) OH 200 
6 Indigo Single Queer 57 Dr. (NR) CO 400 

7 Ivory Married Lesbian 37 M (R)  AL 65 

8 Opaque Single H2 40 M (R) NC 100 
9 Orange Divorced  H1 77 M (R) GA 450 

10 Pink Single Queer 32 M (NR) MN 250 

11 Purple Single H2 44 M (R) MD 2500 

12 Red Married  H1 57 BA (R) LA 475 

13 Silver Married  H1 64 HS GA 1400 

14 Violet NA NA 60 Dr. (NR) MI 100 

15 White Married  H1 52 M (R) GA 100 

16 Yellow Divorced  H1 51 Dr. (R) SC 200 

 
Note: *HS = High School BA= Bachelors Degree M = Masters Degree  
 *Dr. = Doctoral Level Degree 
 *(R)=Religious Studies (NR)=Nonreligious Studies 
 * H1 = Heterosexual H2=Homosexual T=Transsexual/Transgender NA= No Answer 
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Table 2 

Demographic Characteristics  

Demographic  n = 16 % 
Gender Identification Male 8 50.00% 

 Female 6 37.50% 

 Transgender 2 12.50% 

    
Sexual Identification Heterosexual 7 43.75% 

 Homosexual 2 12.50% 

 Lesbian 1 6.25% 

 Gay 0 0.00% 

 Bisexual 0 0.00% 

 Transsexual 2 12.50% 

 Queer 2 12.50% 

 No Answer 2 12.50% 

    
Marital Status Married (opposite-gender) 5 31.25% 

 Married (same-gender) 1 6.25% 

 
Divorced (opposite 
gender) 3 18.75% 

 Divorced (same gender) 0 0.00% 

 Engaged 0 0.00% 

 Single (never married) 5 31.25% 

 No Answer 2 12.50% 

    
Age Under 30 0 0.00% 

 30-40 3 18.75% 

 41-50 4 25.00% 

 51-60 7 43.75% 

 Over 61 2 12.50% 

    
Education Level GED 1 6.25% 

 High School 2 12.50% 
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Demographic       n = 16   % 

 
 

Semi-Structured Interview 

Each participant was given an interview date and time, that corresponded with 

their schedule, after they signed and returned the confidentiality agreement and informed 

consent. Once the interviews started, each participant was thanked for their time and 

participation. They were also reminded that the interview would be audio and/or 

videotaped recorded for transcription purposes. They were then told that after the 

interviews were completed and transcribed, they would be emailed to them for review, 

accuracy, and/or clarification. The participants were also informed that the recordings 

would be destroyed after each interview was transcribed and reviewed by them for 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2 – continued. 

Demographic Characteristics  

Education Level BA/BS 3 18.75% 

 
Masters Degree (religious 
studies) 5 31.25% 

 
Masters Degree (non-
religious studies) 1 6.25% 

 Doctoral (religious studies) 2 12.50% 

 
Doctoral (non-religious 
studies) 2 12.50% 

    
Congregation Size Under 100 members 1 6.25% 

 100-200 5 31.25% 

 201-300 1 6.25% 

 301-400 1 6.25% 

 401-500 2 12.50% 

 501-1000 0 0.00% 

 1001-2000 4 25.00% 

 over 2000 2 12.50% 
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accuracy and clarification. After consent was given, each participant was asked to give 

their background information, to include gender, sexual orientation, marital status, 

highest level of education obtained, current clergy position, location (state) of their 

church, approximate membership size, and other information they deemed relevant. 

Participants were reminded that their personal, identifiable information would be 

removed and kept confidential and that they would be given pseudonyms to protect their 

identity.  

 Participants were asked the following semi-structured interview questions, along 

with in-depth follow up questions based upon their responses:  

1. How do you, as an African American clergy member, explain your theological 

understanding of same-sex marriage, in the context of 

a. Biblical interpretation,  

b. morality, and  

c. civil rights? 

2. Can you express love and acceptance without agreeing with the same-sex 

lifestyle? and if so, how do you do it in an authentic manner? 

3. How do you personally help to bridge or widen the gap between The Black 

Church and the LGBTQ community? 

4. Do you and/or your church offer Pastoral Care and Counseling?  

5. Do you and/or your church offer Affirmative Counseling which is defined as: 

“An approach to therapy that embraces a positive view of Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) identities and relationships 
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and it addresses the negative influences that homophobia, transphobia, and 

heterosexism have on the lives of LGBTQ clients”.  

6. How can you (or are you willing to) offer Pastoral Care and Counseling to sexual 

minorities (LGBTQ) and or same-sex couples with pre-marital counseling, 

marriage counseling, and overall life issues? 

a. Would you utilize Affirmative Counseling? 

b. Would you counsel for or against the morality of homosexuality? If so, 

how would you do so? 

Analytical Process 

 The Analytical Process for this Dissertation Study took on a multi-layered 

approach. Saldaña (2011) outlined many different overlapping phases of this part of the 

investigative study. The steps involved conducting interviews, transcribing the 

interviews, re-reading the interviews, member checking the interviews for accuracy and 

validity, writing memos or journals, as well as coding the interviews through constant 

comparison, and organizing them into themes and sub-themes (Sutcliffe, 2016; Remenyi, 

2014; Willig, 2013; Carmichael, & Cunningham, 2017). Barbour (2001) identified these 

phases as being a larger part of a systematic qualitative research checklist that has 

limitations. One of the main limitations in qualitative research deals with researcher bias 

(Clark & Veale, 2018).  

Researcher Bias 

Qualitative research can be subjective, partial, and prejudiced based upon 

researcher’s connection to the nature of the topic being studied (Kvale, & Brinkmann, 
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2009). One way to account for this inherent and often unconscious bias is by producing 

knowledge that has been systematically cross-checked and verified (Kvale, & 

Brinkmann, 2009). The cross-checking objective was met through on-going 

communication with the participants, which allowed them to review, clarify, or correct 

their own words and thoughts within the transcribed interviews.  

Clark and Vealé (2018) identify the researcher as the primary instrument in the 

data collection and analysis process and admit to an inevitable degree of bias and 

subjectivity, which can be seen as valuable. However, this researcher tried to stay aware 

of her inherent bias with extensive weekly counseling sessions as well as daily journaling 

and memo writing after each interview. The weekly counseling sessions were conducted 

by an ordained Pastor with a Doctoral Level degree in Theology and Pastoral Care and 

Counseling. This clergy counselor had no previous ties to the researcher or her 

dissertation study. The counselor agreed to meet with the researcher weekly, for an 

agreed upon fee, for the duration of her dissertation research study and longer if 

requested. The counselor and the client signed a standard confidentiality agreement. They 

also agreed to primarily focus on the researcher’s feelings about the dissertation process, 

the dissertation study, the participants (which only pseudonyms were used), as well as her 

inherent biases towards any part of the process, and anything else that came up as it 

related to the dissertation study overall. 

Journaling and Memo Writing 

 Journaling and Memo Writing were essential and therapeutic tools for this 

qualitative study. They are great tools that allow the researcher to honestly reflect on how 

they personally relate to the participants (Saldaña, 2011). This researcher utilized a 

designated hand-written journal for her feelings and thoughts about each interview. In 
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this journal, this researcher openly expressed her genuine feelings, thoughts, and 

concerns in each of her journal entries. Goulding (2017) described journaling as an 

essential tool to the functionality of the Grounded Theory process. This researcher would 

agree and go even further by stating that journaling allowed her to be forthcoming, 

honest, and self-reflective, about her feelings, without judgement. Being intentional about 

journaling, throughout this process, was challenging, but refreshing, as well as reflective.  

 Memo writing allowed the researcher to reflect on specific data related to ideas 

that flow freely (Morse, & Richards, 2002). “Memos are a systematic way to capture 

theoretical ideas, implications, connections, new emerging questions and make the work 

concrete and manageable” (Carmichael, & Cunningham, 2017, p. 62). It is an additional 

tool used as a way to recall personal thoughts and feelings about observed events (Wertz, 

& Charmaz, 2014). This researcher used this tool by taking notes during the interviews as 

well as shortly after the interviews were completed. Some of the memos noted body 

language or tone of voice, or emotional reactions to questions. Memos also served as 

reminder to ask follow up questions or ask a participant for clarification about something 

said or expressed. This researcher also jotted down similarities that may have come to 

mind from other interviews that warranted further exploration.  

Coding Process 

The analytical process of coding can take on a variety of methods and forms. It is 

a procedure that organizes raw data while discovering and implementing emerging 

patterns (Auerbach, & Silverstein, 2003). The three-part inductive coding process that 

was chosen for this dissertation study stemmed from the traditional methods of Grounded 
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Theory by Strauss and Corbin. Strauss and Corbin (2008) identify the three stages of 

coding as open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. This study combined selective 

coding with values coding. Saldaña (2011) identifies values coding as a part of coding 

that reaches the heart and mind of the participant’s worldview. In order to fully and 

accurately answer each research question, the participant’s voice had to be the main focus 

during every phase of the analytical and coding process.  

The coding process began with conducting semi-structured interviews with 16 

African American clergy members. These interview transcripts, which are considered raw 

data, were then transcribed verbatim and later redacted to remove any identifiable 

information (as explained in the data collection section of this dissertation). Once all 

interviews were read and re-read for verification, they were sent to each participant for 

follow up and clarification. The open coding phase began after the raw data was uploaded 

into NVivo. In this phase multiple queries and word searches were used in order to sort 

the raw data into categorical fields (Gläser, & Laudel, 2013). The transcripts were 

reviewed again, using constant comparison, in order to narrow down the 57 identified 

categories. Throughout this process, of sorting, constant comparison and re-reading, the 

data was coded to saturation and eventually moved to themes and sub-themes (See 

Figure 1). 

Multiple Coders 

Qualitative Research places heavy emphasis on interpretation; therefore, a cross 

checking mechanism is beneficial in order to address and account for researcher bias 

(Gläser, & Laudel, 2013). Grounded Theory utilizes member cross-checking, transparent 
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journaling, prolonged field engagement, as well as multiple or outside coders, to account 

for researcher bias (Gläser, & Laudel, 2013; Glaser & Holton, 2004; Barbour, 2001; 

Kvale, & Brinkmann, 2009). Having an outside coder or multiple coders is one way of 

addressing this investigative concern. Multiple coding is part of the cross-checking aspect 

of qualitative research (Barbour, 2001). “Multiple coding concerns the same issue as the 

quantitative equivalent inter-rater reliability and is a response to the charge of subjectivity 

sometimes levelled at the process of qualitative data analysis” (Barbour, 2001, p. 1116). 

Although multiple coding or an outside coder allows cross checking of the coding 

strategies, this study did not utilize either. This researcher choose not to use an outside 

coder or multiple coders in order to ensure participant confidentiality and to protect the 

integrity of the nature of material being studied. This researcher utilized transparent 

journaling, extensive personal counseling, member checking and cross-checking, 

prolonged field engagement, and saturated follow up procedures to account for researcher 

bias.  
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Figure 1. The Coding Process 
 

Coding 

The goal of coding, according to Clark and Vealé, (2018) is “to reduce the data 

without losing the meaning of the original transcript” (p. 483). This goal was 

accomplished by completing a multi-phase reading/re-reading and constant comparison 

coding process (Carmichael, & Cunningham, 2017). Each interview was audio taped, 

then transcribed verbatim. After accuracy was confirmed, the interview was uploaded 

into the computer software NVivo. The NVivo software allowed this researcher to run 
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various queries. Many of these queries looked at word frequency, patterns of words, and 

links to words as well as contexts of words. Although word frequency and code 

interrelations are a good start to data analysis it does not fully suffice in the 

representation of the complexities associated with the cyclical phases of coding (Pokorny 

et al., 2018).  

The queries run through NVivo and the emerging pattern associations and 

formations allowed the researcher to begin the process of labeling and sorting the data 

into categories, which is known as open coding (Morse, & Richards, 2002). It is in this 

phase of the coding process that there can be an overload of text, however Gläser and 

Laudel (2013) recommend the investigator stay focused on the research question in order 

to exclude any unnecessary information. In the open coding phase, this analyst created a 

codebook which identified 57 categories of pertinent information from the raw 

transcribed data. These findings were obtained through an extensive process of 

elimination of variables that were not relevant to the research questions (Gläser, & 

Laudel, 2013).  

Codes function as a way of creating, organizing, and classifying patterns, that will 

later formulate into categories (Saldaña, 2011). The second phase of coding dealt with the 

exploration of relationships between the coded categories. Heppner (2004) identifies this 

phase as axial coding. In axial coding NVivo was helpful as queries were run to identify 

relationships between coded words and contexts and how they were used and by whom. 

This researcher looked at relationships between the words, the codes, the context, the 

participants, as well as their individual demographics, to see if any patterns emerged 

(Gläser, & Laudel, 2013). 
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The final stage of this coding process was selective coding combined with values 

coding. Saldaña, (2011) identifies values coding as a part of coding that reaches the heart 

and mind of the participant’s worldview. This part of the process involved constantly re-

evaluating each code and doing thorough re-reads of each interview to make sure that 

saturation of the participants’ words and thoughts had been achieved. Once the interviews 

were coded to saturation this researcher then began looking for patterns, themes, and 

subthemes which accurately depicted the participants responses to the interview questions 

through a process known as sorting (Clark, & Vealé, 2018). The sorting process revealed 

seven major themes and subthemes while researching how African American Pastors and 

clergy members offer effective Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling 

regardless of their theological understanding of homosexuality and same-sex marriage, in 

the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights (See Table 3). 
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Table 3 
 

Major Themes and Subthemes 
 

Themes Subthemes 
  

God/Jesus Loving 
 Created in the Image of God 
 Morality 
 Sin 
 Abomination 
  

African American Clergy                           Theological Interpretation 
 Acceptance vs. Agreement 
  

The Black Church Don’t Ask Don’t Tell 
 Welcome/Accepting 
 Homophobic 

Church Hurt 
  

Sexual Identity Identity vs. Lifestyle 
 Choice vs. Change 
 Nature vs. Nurture 
  

Marriage                               Same-Sex Marriage 
 Interracial Marriage 
  

Counseling Pastoral Care and Counseling 
 Affirmative Counseling 

 
Legalities Rights and Equalities 

 Passing 
  

 
 
 

Themes and Sub-Themes 

Two inclusive research question guided this multi-layered research study: 1. How 

do African American Pastors and clergy members attempt to offer effective Pastoral Care 

and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling regardless of their theological understanding 

of same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights? 

2. How are African American clergy members offering Pastoral Care and Counseling in 
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accordance with Affirmative Counseling to their LGBTQ parishioners?  These overall 

questions, along with the semi-structured interview questions, produced seven major 

themes and subthemes. These themes and subthemes produced rich thick descriptions of 

the lived experiences of each participant as it relates to their overall views surrounding 

the research questions. The major themes, in random order, depicted in Table 2 are: God, 

African American Clergy, The Black Church, Sexual Identity, Marriage, Counseling, and 

Legalities. Every participant had something valuable to say within each theme and 

subtheme. This study highlighted some notable quotes from participants in each area. 

Theme 1: God/Jesus  

 The first theme, God, dealt with how participants expressed their views of God 

and Jesus as it relates to the concept of Christianity within The Black Church. Every 

participant talked at length about their belief system in order to contextualize their views 

on Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling with sexual minorities. The 

theme of God produced five subthemes that were identified as 1. Love and Loving, 2. 

Created in the Image of God, 3. Morality, 4. Sin, and 5. Abomination. All participants 

talked a great deal about their roles as African American clergy members and how their 

understanding of God has shaped their personal experience with this topic.   

SubTheme: Loving. Rev. Orange, a heterosexual, 77-year-old civil rights leader, 

with a Masters Degree in Theology, and an advocate for LGBTQ issues, spent the 

majority of his interviews talking about the concept of love and how vital it is to the 

understanding of this topic. Rev. Orange was interviewed three times, for about an hour 

each time, over the course of 10 days due to his passion for this topic, which he expressed 
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was far overdue. Just about every question posed to Rev. Orange was answered with an 

explanation on the topic of love. In one session, he stated: 

Jesus didn’t come to “save” us from our sins, so to speak. He came to help 

us to learn how to love each other, on earth. That’s why Jesus came. And 

if we love each other, and we love God, then you’re going to the kingdom. 

Love is what gets you into the kingdom. And when you say the words, 

what you are really saying is that “I believe that love is stronger than hate. 

I believe that light overpowers darkness. I believe goodness is greater than 

evil.” We sometimes don’t get that love perspective, which is the 

dominant theme of the scriptures. I think wherever love reigns, God 

reigns. Real love, I’m not just talking about sex and lust. which are 

powerful, in and of themselves, but I’m talking about true love. So, love 

trumping the law is the real gospel, but most preachers aren’t there. 

Similar to Rev. Orange is a participant identified as Rev. Purple. Rev. Purple is a 

44-year-old male who self-identified as a closeted homosexual. He admitted that his 

family nor his church congregants, where he Pastors, are aware that he is gay. Rev. 

Purple has a Masters Degree in Theology, and he, too, is a staunch advocate for LGBTQ 

issues. The interview with Rev. Purple lasted for nearly two hours as he eagerly 

expressed his joy for lending his voice to this study. He asserted that it is only the love of 

God that has kept him alive, this far, and allowed him to still be here to be a part of this 

conversation. When talking about the love of God, Rev. Purple became visibly shaken up 

and emotional. Through un-wiped tears he stated: 



107 
 
 

 
 

I hope others know that there’s nothing, I believe, that can take me out of 

the love of God. This is what has kept me alive. I’ve wanted to die but 

knowing that God loves me has kept me alive. Knowing that there’s 

nothing that I can do that I can’t go to God. There have been so many 

moments that are painful because others that I’m close to do not believe in 

the same thing. But I still knew God loved me. I have been denied and 

rejected by church, society, people, and doctrine… its beyond painful. Its 

genocide… spiritual genocide, and people are still suffering, but I have 

relied on the love of God. 

SubTheme: Created in the image of God. Just about every participant had strong 

views regarding being created in the image of God, and what that looked like, Biblically 

and literally. Some participants seemed almost angry that anyone would suggest that God 

created people to be gay. Rev. Red, a 57-year-old heterosexual Pastor with 475 active 

congregants, felt that something would be wrong with God if He created people to be 

homosexual. He stated: 

To say that God made them that way… gay… would have to go back to an 

all knowing, omnipresent, omniscient, immutable, extremely loving being, 

that would create a person, that would start them out in a losing situation. 

What would that say about God? It would be hard for me to accept that a 

person was made that way, because that would mean that something was 

wrong with God and that God didn’t do it right the first time. I would have 
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a hard time accepting that. If a person was born this way without any other 

influence, then that would say that something is wrong with God.  

At least six of the 16 participants concurred with Rev. Red’s assessment of being 

created in the image of God; however, there were those who had extreme opposite views 

on the situation. Rev. Brown, a single, transgender female expressed that “God made no 

mistake when He made us. There is room at the cross for every one of us. In fact, without 

us at the cross, there is no cross.” Another participant, Rev. Green, a 53-year-old Pastor 

with 1300 active congregants sided with Rev. Brown, as she stated, “All persons are 

equal, all persons are loved, all persons are created by God as they are. I believe persons 

are created gay, straight, bisexual and they should be accepted for who they are. God 

created humanity.”  

SubTheme: Morality. The subtheme of Morality was talked about at length by 

most of the interviewees. This area was one of the key components of the overall research 

question that is being studied in this dissertation. Many of the participants talked about 

the decline of the moral compass of our country within recent years. This sentiment was 

expressed as they spoke about the lack of prayers in our schools in comparison to the rise 

of school shootings. Regarding the research question, many participants were not able to 

fully articulate a relationship between the morality or immorality of homosexuality and 

Biblical practices. Some argued that because the Bible is so subjective, their moral 

underpinnings were loosely outlined and defined. However, this was not the case with 

Rev. Blue, a senior Pastor with a Doctorate in Ministry. He stated: 
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I believe that scripture is the basis of all morality. And because scripture is 

the basis of all morality, we lift from scripture this understanding, this 

perspective, this reasoning, why it is forbidden morally. So, for me, 

morality comes as a result of God’s law, God’s Word, God’s truth, and 

thus I stand under the same under-pinning as I would theologically. I 

believe that the ten commandments represent a healthy moral base for our 

existence. And if we were to go through the ten commandments we could 

see that each one of those commandments, whether the person was a 

person of faith or a person that has no spiritual engagement at all 

whatsoever, they could live through the window of the ten commandments 

and be a productive citizen in our world.  

 One participant argued that it is the moral duty of all clergy leaders to respect 

people from where they are. This participant went on to say that as long as you are not 

imposing your sexuality upon anyone else, then there is “no moral distinction between a 

homosexual relationship and a heterosexual one, not even Biblically.” Rev. Ivory, a 

married, lesbian pastor stated that “Human beings have a right to just be human. And that 

right is given to us in moral code, which dictates that we are to act in the image of God. 

And so, morality speaks for itself in that we are to treat each other as if we are all equal.” 

SubTheme: Sin. Sin was a controversial and heated topic throughout many of the 

interviews. Some participants emphatically equated homosexuality to sin, while others 

referred it back to being created in the image of God. One participant expressed it by 

stating that God would not create something and then call it sinful. Rev. Ivory stated that 

“homosexuality in itself is not a sin; however, it is a byproduct of sin or this doubt that 
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we have in God. When we don’t trust God, then we are doubting God and that creates 

sin.” Rev. Black looked at homosexuality as a sin, but not a sin that weights any more 

merit than any other sin. He stated: 

Their sin is different from mine, but it is all sin. I’m a sinner. My sin is 

different, but it’s still sin. Homosexuality is a sin and it’s an abomination. 

For a man to sleep with another man, in essence, is to say God got it 

wrong, in my opinion. It is just like saying “God you don’t know what you 

talking about” and that’s why I think that bothers God. And it’s all wrong 

in the eyesight of God. I teach it as a sin. But at the same time, I teach that 

it is not elevated above other sins. We all have something that we are 

struggling with. I don’t even try to deliver homosexuals. I don’t. I don’t 

try to deliver adulterers. I don’t try to deliver liars. I think a person has to 

consciously want to change their sinful behavior.  

Rev. Violet, a 60-year-old Pastor with a Doctoral level degree in non-religious 

studies equated the topic of homosexuality and sin with slavery. She stated: 

But we’ll tell ‘em, I love you, but I hate the sin. Just like the sin of Black 

people was the sin of blackness. It was the sin of blackness. Now the slave 

owners wouldn’t say to you, oh it’s a sin to be Black, but if you heard 

them preach about you, you’ll think, your only sin was being Black. That 

was your sin. You were a descendant of Ham, so you were cursed. So, 

blackness was your sin, and that’s the sin you got mistreated for, by these 

same people who said they loved you. And they’d get up and they’d 
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preach about love, and unity, and hope, and etc., and then take you right 

back to the plantation to work you to death. We’ve done the same thing 

with homosexual people, and we can’t see it. And Black people, and 

people of color, have especially done it, although it was done to us, but we 

can’t see it, because we’ve decided that homosexuality is not an 

immutable characteristic, we’ve decided that it is a sin\ 

SubTheme: Abomination. Similar to the subtheme of Sin, the subtheme 

Abomination was met with a lot of challenging dialogue as it relates to homosexuality 

and Pastoral and Affirmative Counseling. Eleven of the 16 participants had strong views 

related to this theme. Some found redemption by being taught, in church, that 

homosexuality was not an abomination, whereas others were staunch believers that the 

Bible has always been very clear in its explanation of how God viewed homosexuality. 

Rev. Brown was one of those individuals who stated she was taught as a child that 

homosexuality was an abomination to God. She went on to say that: 

Of course, I found out over time that all of that was not true and that God 

was not going to deliver me from me. Learning that, and studying the 

Word of God for myself, it became clear that God was big enough to 

know who I am and who I was going to be, before I was even conceived 

by my mother. During those times, when I was younger, the church was 

very unprepared to deal with sexual minorities, or even counsel them. 

Matter of fact they weren’t even willing to have the conversation, outside 

of thinking that it is wrong, and it is an abomination to God.  
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 Rev. Purple said he grew up with the same theological concept. He also stated that 

he grew up in paralyzing fear because he was taught that homosexuals were all going to 

hell. He expressed his sentiment this way: 

A lot of gay people feel like they’re going to hell because they have been 

taught that homosexuality is an abomination, but I have learned that this is 

not true. It is just not true, especially since we are created in the image of 

God. A lot of gay people feel ostracized, like there’s no place where they 

can come and be authentically who God created them to be. They feel like 

the Bible has excluded them. The Bible gives you hope but it also can be a 

weapon of mass destruction. It all depends on who and how you use it. 

When most preachers use the Bible to talk about homosexuality, they just 

condemn everyone to hell. They don’t get to know the person and their 

story.  

Rev. Red was one of the individuals who unapologetically believed that 

homosexuality was an abomination to God. He argued that there was no way around it. 

Throughout his interview, when asked about counseling practices with sexual minorities, 

he would often refer back to the homosexuals’ need for deliverance from this sinful way 

of life. He said:  

Homosexuality is against the principles of which God made man and 

woman. He made Adam and He made Eve and He joined them together in 

the garden. If you look throughout Scripture, Old Testament and New 

Testament you will find that homosexuality was something that was taboo, 
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it was wrong, it was an abomination. And there are several different 

instances throughout the scriptures where God spoke against it. God said 

in scripture that man who lays with a man as with a woman shall be 

destroyed. A same-sex couple who says that they are Christian, and they 

are blatantly violating what God said to not do just cannot be honored. 

God clearly does not stand for it. It is a contradiction in terms. It is an 

abomination. It was not something that God allowed, and we stand on the 

Word of God. The LGBTQ community wants what God already said is an 

abomination, to be seen as natural and honorable.  

Summary of Theme 1 God/Jesus 

The first theme, God, was a broad topic of discussion. Clergy members agreed 

that they love God and they serve God, but not all of them had the same concept and 

understanding of God. Many participants felt as though God was ever changing, while 

others viewed God as never changing. Some Pastors viewed God as an unconditionally 

loving God who can look past anything, including your sexuality, whereas others viewed 

God as a God who loves us all enough to chastise us for anything that goes against His 

Word. Participants were passionate about their belief in God and about their relationship 

with God. However, there did not seem to be a recognizable pattern across any 

demographic criteria for their views and thoughts about God. It seemed very 

individualistic.  

 The topic of God connected with the first research question: How do African 

American Pastors and clergy members attempt to offer effective Pastoral Care and 
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Counseling and Affirmative Counseling regardless of their theological understanding of 

same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights? 

The participants spent time talking about their understanding of God and the creation 

story. This was relevant because it allowed them to address how they understood God 

and what it looked like to be created in the image of God. This topic also addressed how 

many of them grew up in the fear of God, especially as it relates to homosexuality being 

an abomination.  

Theme 2: African American Clergy 

The second theme, African American Clergy, dealt with the crux of the research 

population. African American clergy members are often viewed as the voice of God, the 

voice of reason, and even the prophetic voice (Stansbury et al., 2012). Their role, as 

clergy leaders, allows them a lot of power and influence from the pulpit and even within 

the community (Stokes, & Schewe, 2016). What these individuals say to their 

congregants holds a lot of weight and merit within the African American community 

(Robertson, & Avent, 2016).  

The theme of African American clergy yielded two subthemes: 1. Theological 

Interpretation and, 2. Acceptance vs. Agreement. These two subthemes were the 

highlight of the interviews for many participants, as they each expressed that the main 

problem with African American clergy and the TBC was how Scripture is interpreted and 

how it is taught to congregants. 

SubTheme: Theological Interpretation. Participants spoke about Theological 

Interpretation as it relates to homosexuality within the Bible. Their views and opinions 
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were divided but not necessarily across sexual orientations or identities. Participants 

seemed to have varying views based upon personal experiences with their own 

theological education and teachings. Rev. Blue expressed it this way:  

Every person needs to be faithful to a healthy Biblical interpretation of 

scripture. To suggest that the Bible is silent and that there is erroneous 

interpretation or that Paul from the stoic school and or that Paul was a 

homophobe or whatever the looming rationales are at the moment …is 

absolutely incorrect. And it poses a danger when we move away from a 

healthy interpretive lens to one that is a socio-focused interpretation. A 

healthy interpretation for scripture in light of the LGBTQ community will 

show that scripture doesn’t support homosexuality or homosexual 

relationships.  

 Rev. Pink, a 32-year-old male, single, Pastor, with a Masters Degree in non-

religious studies, had a more logical approach to theological interpretation as it relates to 

homosexuals. He expressed that theological interpretation needs to be taken into context. 

He stated: 

Just like when the Bible says slaves obey your master’s, or women be 

submissive to your husbands, or women be silent in church, or when the 

Bible talks about people not eating or not being allowed to eat certain 

foods… things of that nature. They all need to be taken in context. And 

scripture needs to be wrestled with our current age and context. And to 

find out what it is that the eternal Word or scripture really means, and not 
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just reading the words on the top of the page. If you get into Biblical 

translation, if you get into cultural context, if you get into different 

theories or things of that nature you will find very seldom are things as 

they are at face value in scripture. 

 Rev. Brown, a 42-year-old transgender Pastor with a GED, admitted that her 

information about scriptural interpretation came from her previous church, where the 

Pastor was accepting and affirming. She stated that she was taught, and she now teaches, 

about the homosexual presence in the Bible. The examples she gave were about Jonathan 

and David and Ruth and Naomi, as well as the Ethiopian Eunuch. She stated:  

The Bible talks about sexual minorities, just like the story of Jonathan and 

David. This story is concerning two men who were in a homosexual 

relationship. When you read this story it pretty much talks about their love 

story, and how David and Jonathan loved each other from their soul as a 

man and a woman would love each other, and he even asked him to lay 

with him. Which for me tells me that God was clear back then that 

homosexual men would be and were in intimate relationships. I would also 

refer to the story of Naomi and Ruth. This story is about two women who 

intimately loved each other. They were in a lesbian relationship. I would 

even refer to the story that talks about the Ethiopian Eunuch, he was a 

transgender individual. 

SubTheme: Acceptance vs. Agreement. The Acceptance vs. Agreement subtheme 

came up as participants talked at length about their role as clergy members. Many of 
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these individuals expressed that they are followers of Christ and they attempt to show 

love through acceptance just as Christ would. However, they all talked about the 

difference between loving someone, accepting someone, and agreeing with the choices 

that a person makes. This topic was tied into the roles and responsibilities of a preacher. 

One participant expressed it this way, “I can love someone and still preach righteousness 

and deliverance. When I preach, I remind people that loving someone is not the same as 

accepting or condone certain behaviors.” Rev. Black spoke along these lines. He stated: 

We accept everybody. But they also understand how I feel about the 

practice of homosexuality and because of that they are not allowed to 

serve in ministry. Because of what I feel that would be projecting. And I 

don’t want to confuse people at any point to think that I accept that 

lifestyle, but I do accept them. Accepting them and loving them is 

different from condoning certain behaviors. We don’t allow adulterers to 

serve, we don’t allow anyone actively and publicly living in sin to serve, 

homosexuals included. 

Rev. Yellow, a heterosexual female, with a Doctoral level degree in Religious 

Studies, had a much different view than Rev. Black. She looked at love, acceptance, and 

agreement as unconditional synonymous terms. Her views included all people, even those 

that society has cast out. She said it this way: 

Love has to be unconditional. There is no way around it. When you fully 

love, you fully love unconditionally. Because of the love that Christ has 

for us, it’s just unconditional. I just believe that if you really love 
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somebody, you’re gonna accept every part whether I like it or not or I 

agree or not, otherwise there is judgment. There may be people who don’t 

agree with everything you do. That’s ok. You can still love them but you 

have to do it without judging. You do it without qualifiers. You do it by 

affirming them and being there for that person. But at the end of the day 

we’re all called to still love one another. That means everyone, even the 

pedophile even the murderer. All of us are God’s children. We have to get 

to a point where I can share with you that I love you even though I don’t 

agree with everything you do. Without loving them unconditionally you’ll 

never be able to appreciate the fullness and engage in a holistic 

relationship. If there’s still this barrier, between you and this person 

because of a choice that they made, then it will show.  

Rev. Grey, a 50-year-old transgender married male, whose congregation is 

unaware that he is transgender, took a middle ground approach between the two. He 

stated:  

You don’t stop loving someone just because you don’t agree with or don’t 

understand something they do. I believe that everyone has the right to their 

own opinion. You do not have to agree with me, for me to be in 

relationship with you. I can love someone in spite of the fact that they 

don’t agree with me. You don’t have to agree with them to love them. 

There are a lot of things that people disagree with. You may disagree with 

someone who drinks, or someone who smokes, but you don’t stop loving 
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them. If you are a true follower of Jesus you are supposed to love 

regardless.  

Summary of Theme 2 African American Clergy 

The second theme, African American Clergy, dealt with the focus group of this 

study. The participants spoke at length about their multi-faceted role within the 

community and within the church. Being in a position of power led many of them to feel 

obligated about their role as God’s mouthpiece or God’s spokesperson. The participants 

talked about their ministerial duties, which for some includes saving others from going to 

hell. Other participants viewed their clergy responsibilities as to simply love and accept 

people for who they are, no matter where they are. Participants also articulated the 

importance of proper theological interpretation and contextual relevance. They admitted 

that their personal theological understanding and interpretation of the Bible influences 

how they preach and provide counseling to their congregants.  

Theme 3: The Black Church 

 The third theme, The Black Church (TBC), dealt with the institution of TBC as a 

whole and how African American clergy members operate within the polity of those 

denominations. TBC makes up a conglomerate seven historically Black denominations 

(Plunkett, 2014). Just about every participant, within this study, self-identified as a 

current and active member in one of these historically Black denominations. The theme 

of TBC yielded four very controversial subthemes: 1. Welcoming/Accepting, 2. Don’t 

Ask Don’t Tell, 3. Homophobic, and 4. Church Hurt. These four subthemes spoke to how 

participants operated as Pastoral counselors within the TBC and how they ministered to 
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the needs of their congregants.  

SubTheme: Welcome/Accepting. This subtheme was very similar to the previous 

subtheme of Acceptance vs. Agreement that clergy members talked about on an 

individual basis. However, this time they looked at it from a collective standpoint as 

being part of the “Body of Christ.” Rev. Ivory talked about the disconnect that TBC has 

historically experienced. Rev. Ivory, a clergy member who holds a Masters of Divinity 

spelled out the difference between tolerance and accepting. This is how she articulated it:  

I do not think the traditional Black Church will ever come to a place fully 

accepting of individuals for who they are and how they are. Tolerance will 

never be affirming. Tolerance gives you space to come and worship but it 

doesn’t give you space to come and walk in who you are. If you're open 

about who you are then you can’t serve in the church, to a certain capacity. 

And they treat you as if you have an evil spirit upon you. And so you can’t 

work with kids because there's an assumption that all gay people are 

pedophiles. You can’t preach from the pulpit because there's an 

assumption that the spirit of gay is going to jump to other people. You 

can’t do counseling because they don’t believe you will be effective. I 

want to be recognized in my humanity for who I am. I want The Black 

Church to receive me. You receive everybody else, why can’t you receive 

me? I'm one of your own. I want The Black Church to receive me for my 

giftings and who God called me to be. I don’t think that my title should 

have lesbian attached to it. If God called me to preach, and God called me 
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to preach God’s Word, then I believe that you should just receive me 

because God called me and anointed me to preach.  

Rev. Blue, a heterosexual male with a Doctor of Divinity, and 3000 active church 

members, said that all people are welcome and should be allowed to work in church, but 

just like everyone else, they should work towards transformation. He argued that anyone 

who grows in Christ should ultimately want to change their sinful lifestyle and live a life 

that is pleasing to God according to the scriptures. He stated: 

 We don’t discriminate against people. We don’t say you can’t come to  

our church. We don’t say you can’t be involved in the worship and 

practice of our church. But our expectation is the same expectation that we 

have for everyone, and that is change. And as we grow in the love and 

saving knowledge of Jesus Christ we expect to be transformed as a result. 

However, what we are finding now is, one of the pervasive and 

predominant perspectives held by the LGBTQ community is that we can 

be the same as we are without ever changing or being transformed. So, we 

can be a Christian, with no change. And we can be involved in church 

ministry and church community with no change. We can live our lives, but 

we are the exclusive club of Christians who don’t have to change. And we 

say no. The Bible teaches us that everyone has to change. We accept you 

and we love you, but we also expect change. 

SubTheme: Don’t ask don’t tell. In 1993, under the leadership of President Bill 

Clinton, policies changed that attempted to serve as a compromise between the U.S. 
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military service and the gay community. The compromise was known as “Don’t Ask, 

Don’t Tell.” This policy, not law, stated that service members could not be forced to 

discuss or disclose their same-sex orientation (Davis, 2010). This terminology seeped 

into other places, over time, especially TBC. Every participant, in this study, made some 

reference to the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy that has been an unspoken rule within 

TBC and those congregants that may identify as part of the LGBTQ community.  

Many interviewees noted that usually members of LGBTQ community are part of 

the creative arts ministry within TBC. The creative arts ministry would include things 

like the music department, drama department, and dance ministries. Rev. Indigo, a 

Doctoral level educated female Pastor with 400 congregants, who self-identified as 

Queer, noted that TBC flourishes from the same thing they preach against. She talked 

about the hypocrisy within TBC that allows Pastors to preach against homosexuality, 

while their best singers and musicians, who are being paid, are clearly gay. She 

articulated it this way: 

In The Black Church as long as you don’t ask, don’t tell, and don’t talk 

about your sexuality then it’s fine. Even though people know good and 

well that a person probably is of a different orientation, but don’t talk 

about it then you’re ok. I believe that The Black Church is well aware that 

there are certain segments of the church that flourishes from the gifts of 

those that are in the LGBTQ community, i.e. music department and drama 

department. Those ministries flourish because of those persons. A gay 

man can sing you straight to heaven, a gay man can play the organ like the 
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angels, and everyone applauds that. They don’t mind capitalizing on those 

gifts as long as you don’t discuss that piece, the real truth. But if you put it 

on the table, and really talk about it or reveal it openly, you will probably 

be put out of the church. I should know. 

Rev. Silver, a 64-year-old, married, heterosexual pastor, with 1400 active church 

members, talked about the ever-changing culture climate that has affected TBC. He went 

on to mention how the church has turned a blind eye to some things that should have 

never been tolerated. He stated:  

The Black Church, has throughout history, probably winked at some 

things that should not have been tolerated. It is true, that The Black 

Church has sort of operated on a don’t ask don’t tell policy. We have been 

challenged and we have tolerated some things that we probably should not 

have. We have turned a blind eye to things because of the ever-changing 

culture of society. Today’s culture is much more liberating than that of 

yester-year. Because of the liberalness of the church today, there are 

things that The Black Church has allowed because of the relaxing of our 

moral standards. There are things, that are going on, that we 

fundamentally would never have allowed. Many of us do not feel it is right 

however, it is because of the culture that we live in today that we allow it, 

so to speak. When we allow things to enter then we have a hard time 

getting them out. 

SubTheme: Homophobic. The Black Church has been accused of creating a 
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homophobic and heteronormative worship atmosphere (Pitt, 2010). This subtheme was an 

area that many participants were divided on. Some interviewees argued that the word 

homophobia connotes fear, which they countered by saying, “just because we don’t like 

something, or don’t agree with something, does not mean we are afraid of it.” This 

sentiment was expressed similarly from Rev. Black when he said: 

I don’t even like the term homophobia because that means that I have a 

fear. Phobia means that I’m scared of a person who is same-sex. And 

that’s so far from the truth. It ain’t contagious, last time I checked. I done 

been around a whole lot of them and I ain’t caught it. Churches in general 

can be hypocritical, I will admit that. I think all churches have a degree of 

hypocrisy. So, I don’t know why we’re considered homophobic when we 

have musicians and preachers and singers that are homosexual. All my life 

they have been in the church, and we knew they were gay. And we love 

‘em. We hire them, we pay ‘em. But again, I think we’ve been labeled 

homophobic because we’re expected to be more tolerant, accepting, and 

forgiving. One thing society has done, in order to discredit you, they label 

you with certain terms. But I just don’t agree with homosexuality because 

I believe it’s against the Word of God and I believe that homosexuality 

has no benefit other than sexual pleasure and love or companionship. That 

doesn’t make me homophobic. 

 Rev. Ivory took on more of a universal tone as she expressed that TBC is not just 

homophobic, but they are also sexist and even sometimes classist. She also mentioned 
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that the TBC is still uncomfortable with talking about any type of sex, heteronormative or 

heterosexual. She said: 

I believe The Black Church is homophobic because it doesn’t understand 

sexuality or sexual orientation. The Black Church doesn’t even explore 

heterosexuality in a space that’s safe. So, I think the phobia is just sex. 

The Black Church doesn’t talk about sex period. We don’t talk about sex 

and sexual needs for couples, so we have a rise in divorce and infidelity in 

The Black Church. We don’t talk about the needs of men and women, no 

matter what, even when it comes to sexual needs and sexual pleasure. So 

of course, I believe that homosexuality will absolutely be a taboo if those 

things are taboo.  

SubTheme: Church hurt. Every participant, within this study, mentioned some 

level of church hurt that they experienced or that they directly witnessed during their 

lifetime. For many of the clergy members, it was this pain and trauma that pushed them 

away from the church and it was this same pain that eventually brought them back to the 

church. However, many of them stated that they did not come back because they were 

healed, or because they had received an apology, they acknowledged that they came back 

because TBC was like their family, and it was their second home. Not all church hurt 

stemmed from sexuality issues. Some of the church hurt dealt with heteronormative 

standards, as well as misguided counseling, by untrained clergy leaders. Rev. Opaque, a 

40-year-old LGBTQ Pastor with a Master’s Degree in religious studies said that the 

trauma inflicted by TBC is similar to Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). He stated: 
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I personally believe that The Black Church has been the perpetuator of 

trauma to LGBTQ people who live the majority of the rest of their lives 

trying to resolve that trauma inflicted. Very similarly to what happens to 

PTSD and those that suffer from PTSD. So, I personally believe that the 

trauma that The Black Church has inflicted upon LGBTQ people has to be 

looked at in the same lens or in the same vein that we view trauma in 

PTSD victims and address it in a structured and clinical setting. We have 

to do a better job counseling those individuals, or getting them referred to 

a qualified counselor. I think that the behavior that the LGBTQ people 

display, both negative and positive, the self-hatred and internalized 

oppression that LGBTQ people typically or can often struggle with for 

years are all the byproducts of the trauma that has been inflicted upon 

individuals through The Black Church.  

Rev. Grey, a 50-year-old closeted transgender married male also acknowledged 

growing up with church hurt. He stated:  

Church hurt within the homosexuality community is common. It is 

something that we were all raised with. We were all taught that 

homosexuality was taboo, it was known, but it just wasn’t talked about. 

And once the secret came out many people were ostracized. And that is a 

painful reality because often times people had no one to turn to. And when 

the family turned their backs on people and the church turned their backs 

on people it left people turning to the streets. And that is what is going on 
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with many of our youth today they are finding love and acceptance in the 

streets. And instead of the church showing love, they just say “it’s wrong, 

you’re burning, and you’re going to hell.”  

Summary of Theme 3 The Black Church 

The third theme, The Black Church (TBC), dealt with the institution of TBC, as a 

whole, and the polity that many denominations follow. Although TBC is not an 

autonomous organization, the participants spoke from a place of collective membership 

for their particular denominations. This particular theme yielded a lot of conversation 

around acceptance, exclusion, and emotional trauma, at the hands of TBC. Participants 

acknowledged that TBC has not always been a place of acceptance, especially concerning 

sexual minorities; however, they do see it as a place of love. Yet, there are some who do 

not see the love if it is not connected to unconditional acceptance. Participants also 

challenged TBC regarding their hypocrisy as it relates to the acceptance of heterosexual 

sin versus the admonishment of homosexual sin. These same clergy participants stated 

that TBC has caused trauma and emotional pain due to the lack of affirmation that they 

would expect from a place of refuge. Other clergy participants disagreed and argued that 

TBC has always and will always be a place of safety and refuge; however, it comes with 

Biblical standards as outlined by the Word of God. 

Theme 4: Sexual Identity 

In order to talk about counseling sexual minorities, participants wanted to first 

address Theme 4, Sexual Identity and what that means to Christianity. Rev. White, a 

heterosexual married female Pastor, who was a self-admitted transformed homosexual 
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talked at length about her deliverance from homosexuality and her journey to finding a 

heteronormative sexual identity that she feels was pleasing to God. She expressed that: 

Homosexuality is sexual brokenness. It’s a brokenness in a sense that we 

should be operating in whole heterosexual relating and we’re not, so 

therefore there’s a reason. When any actions that we have, or feelings, 

when they don’t line up with the way God has written it in His truth, then 

we need to be searching out reasons why that doesn’t line up, rather than 

attributing it to something that we’re born with. Homosexuality and 

transgender is the only thing that the culture is saying “oh no that’s not the 

case for this area.” And that’s very interesting that all other broken areas 

we consider broken. If somebody came to you and said “I'm attracted to 

animals” you’d go “oh wait a minute, that’s a problem, that doesn’t line up 

with scripture” and everyone knows it’s very wrong. We should be saying 

the same thing when someone says “You know, I'm attracted to the same 

gender and I think that that’s my homosexual preference according to 

God”. We should be saying the same thing “uh, no, that doesn’t really line 

up with scripture” and figure out why they feel that way. And when we do 

open ourselves up to figure out why, we see the relational issues that 

happen that causes us to be broken in the place where there once was 

wholeness. Now the current culture will say “homosexuality is not 

brokenness”. They will say “stop saying we’re broken we don’t need to be 

fixed” but I would refute by acknowledging that we’re all broken. From 
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day one we were born in brokenness and sin. It’s just a matter of what 

level of brokenness we’re in and how we recover from that. Our goal 

should be to get back to a place of wholeness in God. 

Rev. White’s sentiment was expressed in varying tones throughout this subject 

matter which yielded three subthemes: 1. Identity vs. Lifestyle, 2. Choice vs. Change, and 

3. Nature vs. Nurture. These subthemes elicited tears and passionate remarks for at least 

12 of the 16 participants. Their views were often connected to personal experiences, just 

like many other themes, but this one seemed to have a deeper affect and cause a few 

participants to take a break during the interview.  

SubTheme: Identity vs. lifestyle. Identity vs. Lifestyle subtheme was a pivotal 

point as participants articulated their views on counseling sexual minorities. Some 

participants viewed homosexuality as a lifestyle choice while others argued that it was 

more than that. Rev. Ivory summed it up by stating “Those individuals who see 

themselves as same-gender loving don’t considered it to be a lifestyle, they consider it to 

be just their life.”  

Rev. Pink consented with Rev. Ivory especially when he equated lifestyle to race 

and gender. He said, 

Being gay, being lesbian, being transgender, or being bisexual is not a 

lifestyle, in the sense of someone who likes to run, or someone who likes 

to read books, or someone who likes to go to the club, or someone who 

likes to cook. Lifestyle actually assumes that it is a choice. You choose 

your lifestyle, it is not chosen for you, but homosexuality is not a lifestyle. 
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It’s the same as saying “I love you but I don’t agree with you being black, 

or I don’t agree with you being a woman, or I don’t agree with you having 

blue eyes.” Identity and lifestyle are two different things and that is what 

we are trying to convey, especially to the church.  

SubTheme: Choice vs. Change. Along the same lines as Lifestyle vs. Identity is 

the subtheme Choice vs. Change. This subtheme was communicated as participants 

looked at how persons choose to be gay versus their ability to change what some deem as 

an immutable characteristic. Rev. White said homosexuality just feels like a choice, but it 

isn’t. She said it just feels that way. She went on to relate it to racial identity and said, 

“That’s why the LGBTQ community wants to attach itself to the movement of Civil 

Rights and Black discrimination. They can try to attach it to that because it feels the 

same, but it’s not really.” Rev. Ivory said that sexuality is fluid and it can be confusing, 

but it’s just about connection. She said, “people are just trying to find their way, they are 

just looking for connection. I think in that case, that person would have to determine 

whether or not this is their choice.” 

Rev. Blue argued on the side of change and he related homosexual behavior to 

other behaviors that need changing. He stated: 

I believe that if a person is going to be a Christian, Christianity requires 

change. Jesus said, “If any man would come after me let him deny himself 

and follow me.” Which means that any real pursuit of discipleship will 

challenge everything that we hold as normal so that we might conform to 

the image of Jesus Christ. And that means if you are LGBTQ, if you are a 
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liar, a thief, a murderer, a pedophile, if you are a cheater, if you’re a 

scoundrel, if you practice evil things… whatever it is… whatever your IT 

is, every person must change and come to God. So in other words, there 

are no two standards. If we expect a liar to stop lying… if we expect a 

thief to stop stealing… if we expect the abominable to turn to being 

virtuous, then the same with the LGBTQ community. We expect the same 

thing, that there be change. In other words, they are saying, we can be 

LGBTQ and we can be Christian and nobody can ask us to change 

because there is nothing wrong with LGBTQ. So, they’ve created this 

micro-club, this micro-concept of a group of people. The LGBTQ 

population is a group of people who want equality, but they don’t want 

change.  

SubTheme: Nature vs. Nurture. Nature vs. Nurture delved into sensitive areas that 

included molestation and family dynamics. Rev. Silver stated that counseling should 

focus on how members of the LGBTQ community were harmed as a child and deal with 

those issue, rather than affirming their current desire for the same-sex. Rev. White stated 

that homosexuality is a work of Satan. She stated, “Satan wants to come in and destroy 

humanity, and how better to do that than take gender away? Because male and female 

represents God.” 

Rev. Red dealt directly with the supposed cause for homosexuality in men and the 

role that God would have to play in that scenario. He said: 
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For a young fellow to begin to exhibit characteristics of a female one of 

two things have happened… he has been met by some form of foul play 

where he experienced some form of molestation that would have entered 

into his psyche where because of this thing that happened to him he feels 

like I must be this way. I must be gay. I must now act this way. In order to 

deal with what has happened to him, the pain of what has happened, he 

becomes what has happened to him. The other option is because of his 

surroundings and the environment that the young man grew up in where 

there is no strong male figures around to be able to help guide and shape 

his idea of a man or usher him into manhood, he has turned this way. The 

only male they are generally in contact with is for the most part at the 

school, church or community center, or something like that. It would be 

hard for me to accept that a person was made that way, because that would 

mean that something was wrong with God and that God didn’t do it right 

the first time. I would have a hard time accepting that. If a person was 

born this way without any other influence, then that would say that 

something is wrong with God.  

Summary of Theme 4 Sexual Identity 

The fourth theme, Sexual Identity, was paramount to the foundation of this 

research study because it dealt with the population of the congregants being served. This 

theme produced a lot of conversation that centered around authenticity and the 

congruence of nature versus nurture. Most of the division, between the clergy 
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participants, showed up here. Many of the clergy members struggled with the difference 

between a person’s identity versus their lifestyle as well as the difference between a 

person’s choice versus their ability to change an immutable characteristic. When related 

to the research question, many participants paused because they felt as though they were 

being asked to affirm something they did not believe in or they were being asked to 

justify a part of their life that should naturally be affirmed.  

Theme 5: Marriage 

This study started by trying to understand how African American clergy members 

related their ideas of interracial marriage to same-sex marriage and how their views 

guided them in their Pastoral counseling practices with sexual minorities. Although the 

study eventually evolved and expanded, participants still spoke about the similarities and 

differences between interracial marriage and same-sex marriage. These two topics ended 

up being the subthemes for the theme of Marriage. In addition to the subthemes, 

participants briefly talked about heteronormative marriage and procreation.  

Participants spoke about heteronormative marriage and how that has shaped 

counseling practices within TBC (Collins, & Perry, 2015). Rev. Orange stated that TBC, 

in general, still looks at men as the head and women as the helper, when it comes to 

marriage, but he argued against that, stating that that form of thinking is “the theology of 

the curse.” Rev. Orange also said that in order to do effective marital counseling, 

parishioners must first change their thought patterns, especially about relationships.  

Seven of the 16 participants cited Ephesians 5:31, which reads: 31 “For this cause 

shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two 
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shall be one flesh.” These seven participants all agreed that this was an image of Christ 

marrying the church, which is to be mimicked between a man and a woman. This, along 

with Genesis 1:22, which reads: 22 “And God blessed them, saying, Be fruitful, and 

multiply, and fill the waters in the seas, and let fowl multiply in the earth”, were the 

scriptures that participants used in regards to heterosexual procreation. Rev. Black stated 

that, “God’s a mean and unfair God if He would ordain something and not afford you the 

opportunity to have children, conceived in love.” Rev. Red paralleled Rev. Black’s 

sentiments when he said, “God made man and woman and one of their duties was to fill 

the earth with other men and women. God made them with balance, there was procreation 

and sexual recreation, so there was a balance.”  

Rev. Silver admitted that he could not engage in any type of Pastoral or 

Affirmative Counseling for a same-gender couple, especially regarding marriage, because 

he just doesn’t believe in it. He said:  

We believe that the only real and recognized relationship is as a male and 

female relationship, which is of God. We do not believe in same-sex 

couples, or same-sex relationships, or same-sex marriage. We believe the 

Bible is very clear. We believe the Bible condemns it, and that is backed 

up by several scriptures that clearly condemns this unnatural relationship. 

There are several passages and several places in the Bible where God 

admonishes it and states that He is against it.  

SubTheme: Same-sex marriage. Same-sex marriage was not debated as much as 

anticipated in this study. Only two of the 16 participants were able to articulate the name 
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of the Supreme Court case that helped to legalize same-sex marriage within the United 

States. Obergefell v. Hodges was a matter of civil liberties, which helped to neutralize the 

equality factor for marriages of all persons (Leslie, 2017). Rev. Green, a 53-year-old, 

female Pastor with 1300 members talked about the challenges that many people have 

with the title of marriage, especially same-sex marriage. She said, 

There are some people who said “I don’t have any problems with same 

gender persons loving one another and even wanting to be in a relationship 

that is recognized by the state” so if you want to call it a civil union, if you 

want to call it something else, they're fine with that. But the moment you 

call it marriage, those people say “uh uh, stop the train.” Because for 

them, marriage can only be identified in the strict Biblical sense. So, they 

want to distinguish on that term, they don’t want to deny the couple the 

right to enjoy all of the civil liberties and protections that come with being 

in some legally recognized, but they don’t want to share the term 

marriage.  

 Rev. Pink looked at the cultural norms of same-sex marriage, especially 

throughout time, even back in the Bible days. He attributed marriage to a cultural norm 

by stating: 

So, we see the narrative, as far as the Biblical narrative, and the Biblical 

interpretation, saying that God affirms whatever marriage looks like in 

that culture. It is also true, that the church itself was never actually in the 

business of marriage. Marriage has traditionally been a civil contract. It 
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was only in the middle ages that the church actually got involved in the 

business of marriage. So, marriage has always been evolving, and taking 

on different shapes, just like same-sex marriage and polygamy. And you 

can see this in scripture, marriage is ultimately about people leaving their 

family of origin and creating a new family unit or structure. So, that 

departure and that re-creation has been the pattern of marriage and then 

God or the church comes in and blesses that union or that new creation. 

SubTheme: Interracial marriage. In 1967 the U.S. Supreme Court case, Loving v. 

Virginia, changed the laws that once prohibited interracial couples from being married 

(Brown, 2007). The particulars of this case were foreign to five of the participants, 

although three of them stated they had heard of or seen the movie with the same name. 

Twelve of the 16 participants were aware that interracial marriage was once illegal, and 

they spoke about the comparison of interracial marriage to same-sex marriage. Rev. Grey 

even connected the oppression of same-sex marriage all the way back to slavery. He said: 

It wasn’t too long ago that people were telling Blacks who they could and 

could not marry. It was against the law for races to intermarry. Not too 

long ago, Black people were not even considered citizens and they were 

not even allowed to legally marry. So, how can you then justify telling me 

who I can and cannot marry. So, from a civil stand point, I feel like I have 

the right to live my life the same as any heterosexual, or any other human 

being. Just like I don’t want you to judge me for the color of my skin, I 

don’t want you to judge me for who I choose to be with, or by the way I 
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identify. Black people fought to marry who they want to marry and to love 

who they want to love. It’s the same.  

Rev. Blue equated the issue of same-sex marriage to that of choice and immutable 

characteristics. He also talked about how Biblical scripture was used to oppress Black 

people and keep them subjugated. He articulated his thoughts by saying: 

I think in the context of interracial marriage, one group determined that 

another group was not equal. And so, discrimination now abounds with 

the determination of the more powerful group. Of course, there were 

people who used scripture but they used scripture unfaithfully. They used 

scripture blindly. They used their interpretation to create bondage and to 

create separation, and to create a distinction. In other words, a Black man 

and white woman getting married, they can do nothing about their race. 

For the LGBTQ, their lifestyle is a choice. And if it weren’t a choice, so 

many of that them have rescinded their choice and became heterosexual, if 

it wasn’t a choice, they wouldn’t have been able to do that. A man or 

woman cannot change who they are ethnically or racially how they 

identify. But the LGBTQ community can. Their lifestyle is a choice.  

Summary of Theme 5 Marriage 

The basis of this research study was all about marriage, specifically same-sex 

marriage and relationships and how those individuals are or are not receiving Pastoral 

Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling within TBC. Participants spoke about 

heteronormative marriage and how that has shaped counseling practices within TBC. 
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This particular theme showed direct connection to the second theme, African American 

Clergy and Theological Interpretation. In the marriage theme as well as the theological 

interpretation theme, clergy participants looked at their understanding of marriage in a 

Biblical sense and a moral sense. Some clergy members felt as though God ordained 

marriage, and therefore, it should not be regulated outside the church. Other participants 

felt as though marriage is a fluid concept that changes with the times and God ordains the 

rapid changes. 

 Clergy members had varying degrees of thoughts and feelings about marriage as 

it relates to human rights and even historical civil rights. A few of the clergy members 

did not see the civil rights correlation of same-sex marriage with that of interracial 

marriage, whereas others thought it was the exact same issue. Some participants agreed 

that no one should be denied basic human and civil rights for any reason, yet they did not 

see the need for the term “marriage” to be included in that argument. Those participants 

thought it would be best for same-sex couples to have their own distinct term to celebrate 

their same-sex union, which would still allow them federal and state rights and 

protections.  

Theme 6: Counseling  

The sixth theme, Counseling, was the major foundation for this entire study. 

Participants had a hard time getting to the subject of counseling without outlining and 

addressing their belief system around the subject population. Fourteen of the 16 

participants admitted they had no formal counseling training, but six of the 14 were 

insistent that they were qualified to do Pastoral Care and Counseling because of their 
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calling as a Pastor. Ten of the 16 participants stated they had an effective referral system, 

which included Licensed Professional Counselors and Social Workers. These ten said 

that they referred congregants who came to them for issues unrelated to spiritual growth 

and minor conflict resolution. The theme of Counseling yielded two subthemes: 1. 

Pastoral Care and Counseling, and 2. Affirmative Counseling. 

SubTheme: Pastoral Care and Counseling. Pastoral Care and Counseling, as 

defined by Wimberly (1979) is “Any ministry of the church that has as its end the tender, 

solicitous care of persons in crisis” as well as “the bringing to bear upon persons and 

families in crisis the total caring resources of the church.” Each of the 16 participants 

stated that the majority of their Pastoral Care and Counseling dealt with spiritual issues, 

grief over recent death, and grief issues related to divorce. Just about every participant 

said that they do not usually see clients who are dealing with diagnosed mental health 

issues.  

When asked about counseling sexual minorities, two participants, Rev. Red and 

Rev. Silver, both stated that they regularly engage parishioners is Pastoral counseling, but 

they both admitted that they would have a hard time being effective with same-gender 

individuals. Rev. Red stated: 

We love doing Pastoral counseling, but, in counseling a same-gender 

couple we will explain to them what our doctrinal beliefs are. We believe 

the Bible does not support homosexuality and we believe male and female 

is the only God ordained view of marriage. If we were presented with an 

opportunity to offer Affirmative Counseling, we would have to inform 
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them that we could not adequately provide them with effective counseling, 

because of the conflict that we would experience based upon our belief of 

what the scripture says. What I would do is I would tell them that I could 

refer them elsewhere but I would do it in love. 

 Rev. Silver, a 64-year-old, heterosexual married Pastor with over 1400 active 

congregants said: 

If a person needed just regular Pastoral counseling, no matter what their 

sexual orientation is, we would still give them counseling. We would offer 

them Biblical counseling for that issue. But we would not engage them 

with Affirmative Counseling because we do not believe in that.  

SubTheme: Affirmative Counseling. Affirmative Counseling is defined by Rock, 

Carlson and McGeorge (2010, p. 175) as “An approach to therapy that embraces a 

positive view of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) identities 

and relationships and addresses the negative influences that homophobia, transphobia, 

and heterosexism have on the lives of LGBTQ clients.” Thirteen of the 16 participants 

had never heard the term before I read it during the interview. Once they understood the 

term many of them had strong opinions, both for and against. Rev. Opaque, a single, 

male, LGBTQ Pastor said that although he didn’t know Affirmative Counseling by name, 

this is the only type of counseling his church engages in. He went on to state that he does 

not offer corrective therapies and he feels like everyone should be affirmed for who they 

are and where they are.  
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Rev. Black said he was shocked at appalled that there was such a thing as 

Affirmative Counseling, and even more surprised that people were using it in church. He 

said:  

No, we don’t offer Affirmative Counseling, because I am not here to make 

you feel comfortable in your wrong. I can’t condone that. I cannot affirm 

that. I will tell you you’re wrong. But I do it in love. We offer love. And 

love does not mean that you’re wrong and I condone your wrong. Love 

means that you’re wrong and I tell you you’re wrong but at the same time 

I love you anyhow. That’s what we offer.  

Rev. Brown had a very different take on Affirmative Counseling than Rev. Black. 

He stated: 

We absolutely offer and utilize Affirmative Counseling. We call it 

counseling. We don’t call it Affirmative Counseling. In the LGBTQ 

community, we have been separated and marginalize so much that in the 

inclusive church you want to do the least amount of marginalization and 

separation as possible. So, when it comes to counseling we just do 

counseling, according to who needs it and what they actually need.  

Summary of Theme 6 Counseling 

The sixth theme, Counseling, was the major foundation for this entire study. The 

goal of this study was to look at Affirmative Counseling and Pastoral Care and 

Counseling. This theme was directly connected to theme four, sexual identity and theme 

2, theological interpretation. The correlation between these two themes were in the goals 
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of counseling. Some clergy members admitted that they had a hard time getting to the 

goals of counseling without outlining and addressing their beliefs around sexual 

identification. Not all of the clergy participants had formal professional counseling 

training, although most of the participants felt as though they were wise enough to do 

Pastoral Care and Counseling without formal education.  

Theme 7: Legalities  

The last theme related to how African American Clergy offer Pastoral Care and 

Counseling and Affirmative Counseling to sexual minorities is the topic of Legalities. 

This specific topic focused on the racial discrimination, in America, that pushed many 

African Americans to lean on The Black Church in order to help them have access to 

basic civil rights (Rubio, 2009; Brown, 2007). This theme also distinguished between the 

Civil Rights Movement of the 60’s versus the legal definition of civil rights that many 

sexual minorities have been explicitly fighting for. This theme yielded two subthemes: 1. 

Rights and Equality and 2. Passing.  

SubTheme: Rights and Equality. The issue of civil rights sparked a lot of 

controversy amongst the participants. Some participants differentiated between basic civil 

rights and the Civil Rights Movement of the 60’s Some argued that they had no problem 

with affording the LGBTQ community civil rights, but the they had a hard time 

comparing it to a very specific time and struggle (Stone & Ward, 2011). Rev. Black was 

one of those participants, but he also admitted that he viewed the gay rights movement as 

being satanic. He said: 
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I see the gay rights movement stronger than the Civil Rights Movement of 

the 60’s, actually, because they have so many allies. They have strong 

allies. The homosexual agenda is an agenda, and I think that it is 

ultimately satanic in that it’s not gone stop until it takes the church. I think 

it ultimately is headed in that direction. I think it is influenced by Satan to 

infiltrate the church. They’ve already taken over the music industry. They 

have taken over politics, even republicans, don’t speak out against them 

no more like they used to. They’ve taken over Hollywood. All of these are 

allies now. The final frontier, for the gay rights movement, is the church 

and they’re doing a darn good job of making and forcing the church to 

accept them. And I think that’s their ultimate agenda. My personal belief 

is that its satanic. It’s influenced by Satan. It’s either influenced by God or 

Satan. Can’t be neutral, can’t be both. Everything is influenced either by 

God or Satan. I certainly don’t believe that God is influencing them, so it 

has to be Satan. 

One participant, Rev. Violet, a 60-year-old, female Pastor, with a Doctoral level 

degree in non-religious studies, viewed the gay rights movement and the civil rights 

movement as similar but different. She expressed her views by stating: 

The gay rights movement and the civil rights movement share similarities, 

but it’s not the same. It’s not the same because in the case of the civil 

rights movement you had race at the base of all issues, and that immutable 

characteristic was also tied to slavery. And a lot of the vestiges of slavery 
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ran from slavery through the civil rights era and continue today. So, no it’s 

not the same but many of the issues, in terms of the rights that should not 

be denied to people, are the same. But the treatment you get around race is 

and has been historically, in this country, very bad. But if you were Black 

and gay, you were doubly cursed, so, it’s not the same, but there are 

certainly similarities. 

A few participants spoke about the intersection of race, gender, and sexual 

orientation. Rev. Indigo was one of those participants as she articulated: 

I am sometimes challenged to equate sexuality to race. Sometimes I feel, 

as a Black woman, and all that I have gone through as a Black woman, 

sometimes it feels like my Blackness is minimized, with the equation to 

sexuality. And then I’m sometimes frustrated and angered by the fact that 

people will fight for that subject matter of sexuality before they will fight 

for the equality of race, particularly the Black race. I’m even frustrated 

right now that people are fighting, from everywhere, for the rights of the 

immigrants, which I agree with, by the way. But I cannot help but wonder 

if many of those same people will come out next week to a “Black Lives 

Matter” march. So, it’s complicated, it’s complex. I marched in the Pride 

parade and I will go to the rallies for the immigrant families because I do 

believe in all of it. But I do get frustrated that the same crowd that will do 

those two things might not do the Black Lives Matter.  
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 Rev. Pink summed up the entire issue of rights and equality by calling it a moot 

point. He stated: 

Regardless of whether you think God likes this or doesn’t, it is almost a 

moot point when it comes to civil rights. Because when a gay couple, or 

when a person is prevented from seeing their loved one when they are 

dying, because the law did not see them as a family member. When issues 

of inheritance are brought up because they were not allowed to be legally 

married. When issues of adoption, who was going to take care of a child, 

if a member of the couple dies or whatever. When you get into those 

issues it becomes a matter of civil rights. Tax breaks and things of this 

nature are afforded to straight couples but not afforded to gay couples. 

This becomes a matter of civil rights. At that point, the whole conversation 

about scripture and morality, especially when morality is based on religion 

or interpretation of Scripture, is pretty much mute. Because when you are 

talking about things that are afforded under the Constitution and 

protections that should be legally granted, under the law, it does not matter 

who they are. And so what is at stake here is that equal protection is 

supposed to be granted for all, according to the Constitution. So, if you 

were going to give these benefits to straight married couples then you are 

also going to afford the same benefits to gay married couples. So, that is 

how it becomes a matter of civil rights.  

SubTheme: Passing. Passing is a common practice among Black and mixed raced 
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individuals who outwardly “look” more white than Black. Sasson-Levy and Shoshana 

(2013, p. 448) defined the term as “a one directional phenomenon that entails a 

performative movement out of the marked group into the hegemonic one.” This term has 

now been used within the LGBTQ community. Especially for those individuals that are 

transgender, and who wish to remain anonymous, or those individuals who outwardly do 

not appear to look like the standard norm for gay person. Miller, (2006) argued that 

passing for straight within the LGBTQ community is utilizing heterosexual privilege and 

allowing oneself to enjoy the heteronormative benefits that society unconsciously grants.  

During the interviews, a few participants admitted to “passing” as heterosexual in 

order to avoid the pitfalls and societal stigma of being gay. Two participants admitted 

that they still “pass” in TBC in order to continue serving as part of the ministry staff. 

Rev. Grey, a member of the LBGTQ community, said that most sexual minorities are 

chameleons and they can blend in anywhere. This sentiment was what Rev. Ivory spoke 

about. She stated that “Unless you can “pass,” you can’t hide the color of your skin, but 

you can lie about your sexuality. But there are more people in hiding and not wanting to 

say who they are, sexually, because they know they can “pass” and hide the truth.”  

Rev. Brown talked about the ability to “pass” as a transgender female. She said: 
 
I am what you would call or label “passable” in the LGBTQ community. I 

have what’s called “trans privilege.” What I mean by that is when you 

look at me visually, you would not know that I was a trans woman. I look 

like a regular, beautiful woman. No one would know if I did not tell them. 

We as people are visual people. Growing up, we are taught what a boy 
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looks like and what a girl looks like. So, unless I tell someone that I am 

trans, they would not know it and usually when I tell them it is hard for 

them to believe. Because I look like a real woman. I am privileged to 

navigate through the world and not be singled out because I just look like 

another beautiful woman. This has caused me to have trans privilege. I am 

passable.  

Summary of Theme 7 Legalities 

The last theme related to how African American clergy members offer Pastoral 

Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling to sexual minorities is the topic of 

Legalities. This topic was directly related to theme five, Marriage. In the Legalities 

section, participants explored the difference between the Civil Rights Movement of the 

60’s, the legal term “civil rights” and even delved further into basic human rights that 

everyone deserves. This was very similar to many of the conversations had around the 

civil rights of marriage. Another issue that was discussed in this theme was that of 

Passing. This discussion came about as participants compared sexual identity to race. 

Participants stated that “Passing” takes place in the gay community just as it often does in 

the bi-racial community. Participants talked at length about being able to hide their sexual 

identity by being able to “pass” as straight. The participants acknowledged that sexual 

identity is different from race in the sense that sexual orientation can be hidden much 

easier than race, although some light skinned Blacks have been able to “pass” as white. 
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Summary of Chapter Four 

 Chapter Four looked at 16 African American clergy members who participated in 

semi-structured qualitative interviews in order to determine two pertinent research 

questions: How do African American clergy members attempt to explain their theological 

understanding of same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, 

and civil rights? How are African American clergy members offering Pastoral Care and 

Counseling in accordance with Affirmative Counseling to their LGBTQ parishioners? 

These participants varied in ages ranging from 32 to 77 years old, with a mixture of 

heterosexual, homosexual, as well as transsexual. The participants represented different 

genders and marital status’. The participants came from different socioeconomic 

backgrounds and educational levels, ranging from a GED to PhDs.  

 The participants expressed their thoughts and feelings related to Pastoral Care and 

Counseling and Affirmative Counseling with sexual minorities within The Black Church. 

Their candid responses were transcribed and coded into categories. The responses were 

then formulated into seven themes and subthemes. Throughout the analytical process, the 

researcher was checking for inherent bias by engaging in member checking for 

validation, intensive weekly therapy sessions, daily journaling, communication with 

dissertation committee, as well as memo writing during and after each interview.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Chapter Five discuses an overall analysis of the research findings that address the 

willingness and ability of African American clergy members to offer effective Pastoral 

Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling regardless of their theological 

understanding of same-sex marriage, in the context of Biblical interpretation, morality, 

and civil rights. This chapter discusses the implications of the research findings from the 

semi-structured interviews with 16 senior African American clergy members within the 

continental United States. This chapter also addresses assumptions and limitations of the 

study, as well as recommendations for future research regarding African American clergy 

members and counseling practices with sexual minorities within The Black Church 

(TBC).  

Patterns 

This study attempted to look for patterns among the 16 African American clergy 

participants, as it relates to the counseling practices within The Black Church (TBC), 

with sexual minorities. Gläser and Laudel (2013) identified the importance of finding and 

integrating patterns into the research findings. However, this researcher was surprised to 

note that very few patterns emerged, if any, from amongst any demographic of 

participants. This researcher assumed that people of similar backgrounds, of any kind, 

would have similar view points as it relates to their theological understanding, sexual 

identity, counseling, and civil rights. One of the main assumptions, as it came to patterns, 

was that older African American participants would have a hard time equating the Civil 

Rights Movement of the 60’s to the Gay Rights Movement (Serwer, 2012; Kearl, 2015). 
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With ten of the 16 participants being over the age of 50 years old, this study surprisingly 

did not affirm that assumed pattern.  

This study showed that participants varied in nearly all of their belief systems, 

regardless of their similarities and differences. Participants, even with similar 

backgrounds, had different beliefs regarding the definition of sin, especially sexual sin, 

and the way clergy members should approach the subject. Even participants within 

specific denominations had varied beliefs about theological interpretations as well as 

their role as Pastoral Care Counselors.  This led this researcher to conclude that this study 

did not find any consistent pattern or themes among participants of the same age range, 

gender, educational level, geographical location, or even sexual orientation.   However, 

what this study did uncover was a need for transparent and authentic conversation.  Each 

of the 16 participants expressed a need and a desire to engage in genuine conversation, 

across the board, that would foster a culture of Spiritual and emotional healing, for all 

members of TBC. 

Identifiable Roadblocks 

 This study uncovered three identifiable roadblocks that could potentially hinder 

the genuine conversation that needs to be had in order to start the healing process 

between TBC and the LGBTQ community. The roadblocks identified are entrenched 

fear, counseling goals, and respectful dialogue. Unless these roadblocks are addressed 

and overcome, the need for Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling 

with sexual minorities within TBC will continue to go unmet.  

Entrenched Fear 

The notion of entrenched fear was expressed in this study in a variety of ways. At 

the beginning of the study two participants withdrew from the study because of 

confidentiality concerns. Although this researcher attempted to address their 
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confidentiality concern by providing a written copy of the informed consent and 

confidentiality agreement, as well as verbally reviewing and going over the documents, 

the participants still feared losing their position within TBC. Robertson and Avent (2016) 

noted that LGBTQ individuals may be denied leadership roles within TBC because their 

behavior is viewed as unacceptable and immoral and those who do hold positions are 

generally closeted and not encouraged to discuss their sexual orientations.  

Entrenched fear was also identified with LGBTQ participants who admitted to 

“passing” as heterosexual, in order to maintain their status in society or within TBC. The 

stigma of being gay or even labeled as a sexual minority is still a prominent fear for many 

closeted LGBTQ leaders within TBC (Griffin, 2000; Barnes, 2013).  Although many 

LGBTQ leaders and congregants operate in the culture of the “don’t ask, don’t tell” 

mantra, they still have an entrenched fear of discovery (Davis, 2010).  This innate fear 

has resulted in judgement, loss of position or loss of status, in society and within TBC 

(Griffin, 2000).  Passing for straight is identified as a roadblock, in this study, because it 

speaks to a lack of transparency and authenticity that is needed in order to have a genuine 

conversation.  

Counseling Goals 

 The main focus of this study was to look at how African American clergy 

members offer Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling to sexual 

minorities within TBC. All 16 clergy members talked about the importance of Pastoral 

Care and Counseling and some were in agreement with Affirmative Counseling. 

However, not all participants were willing to engage in Affirmative Counseling, with the 

stated definition. The stated definition of Affirmative Counseling caused a roadblock for 
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many participants. Some participants felt that Affirmative Counseling challenged their 

theological understanding of homosexuality and homosexual behaviors. Although every 

one of the interviewees were willing to offer some form of spiritual counseling to 

parishioners, most of them disagreed on how this should be done.  

Some of the clergy members admitted that they struggled with the goal of 

counseling, especially spiritual counseling, which for them, should focus on change and 

deliverance. A few participants acknowledged that they could not get to the point of 

counseling because they could not agree on the goal…meaning, they were focused on 

spiritual deliverance before mental health could be beneficial. This posed a problem for a 

lot of participants who viewed counseling as being for the benefit of the 

parishioner/client and not the clergy member. The one common denominator here was 

that the majority of these participants were not clinically trained professional counselors. 

Although each person spoke of the benefits of counseling, only one participant had some 

form of professional licensure. However, ten of the 16 did state that they had a 

networking system of professional counseling referrals that they utilize often. None of the 

participants talked about being involved in professional supervisory counseling to aid 

them in their role as a clergy member engaging in Pastoral Care and Counseling.  

Respectful Dialogue 

 Although African American clergy members and TBC are autonomous, this study 

was surprised to find that there was not a lot of congruence among the clergy members as 

a whole, on any subject. Yet, every participant admitted that before TBC can get to the 

space of healthy, effective counseling practices, that the entire body has to come to the 

table and have genuine conversation. However, this is going to be difficult to do, seeing 

as though African American Christian clergy members are a conglomerate of Christian 
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believers in a variety of denominations and affiliations. Still, all participants agreed that a 

conversation was long overdue and much needed. This was labeled as a roadblock 

because many participants argued that they just want to be heard instead of hearing from 

others. In order to have a genuine conversation all parties must engage in respectful 

dialogue, which involves hearing, active listening, and speaking.  

Every one of the clergy members stated they were open and somewhat eager to 

have a candid conversation about sexuality and how to begin the healing process within 

TBC. However, not all the clergy members wanted to hear what others had to say, yet 

they all wanted to be heard. A few of the LGBTQ participants stated that since they have 

never had a voice in TBC it was time for them to be heard and validated. Whereas some 

of the heterosexual participants stated that they are willing to listen, but they want to be 

heard as well, and listening should not mandate that they then accept or affirm something 

they may still disagree with.  

In regard to an overall genuine conversation, a few clergy members also 

suggested that the round table discussion include the topic of heterosexism within TBC 

(Robertson, & Avent, 2016). TBC historically has excluded women from leadership 

positions citing the Bible to justify these actions (Barnes, 2013). Clergy members, of both 

genders, stated that in order to deal with homosexual issues they first need to deal with 

the gender issue, specifically the role of women in leadership positions within TBC. 

Overall, each of the participants agreed that in order for anything to be done, the entire 

body must come together and have genuine, honest, and transparent conversations.  

Assumptions and Limitations 

This study focused on Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling 

with sexual minorities by African American clergy members within The Black Church 

(TBC). This study began with a few assumptions. The first assumption was that this 
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researcher assumed that the participants interviewed would be honest and forthcoming 

about their views regarding counseling sexual minorities within TBC. This criterion 

seemed to have been met, with the exception of two participants who withdrew from the 

study based upon their inability to share their honest feelings about counseling members 

of the LGBTQ community. The second assumption dealt with clergy members being able 

to fully articulate their theological beliefs regarding morality and Biblical interpretation 

as it relates to same-sex marriage. This second criteria seemed to have been met.  

The third assumption looked at how African American clergy members would be 

able to express their feelings regarding engaging in effective Pastoral Care and 

Counseling and Affirmative Counseling with members of the LGBTQ community. This 

assumption had two facets. The first element involved the understanding of the technical 

terminology associated with Affirmative Counseling. Many participants were unable to 

address this question directly, mainly because they were unfamiliar with the term 

Affirmative Counseling. Once the definition was read to the participants, those who 

identified as LGBTQ or affirming, stated that they routinely engage in that kind of 

counseling, they were just unaware that it had a term. Those who did not believe in 

homosexuality, homosexual behavior, or same-sex relationships stated that they were 

very uncomfortable engaging in that type of counseling under that specific definition. 

However, those individuals did state that they were willing to engage in Pastoral Care 

and Counseling, for general issues, as long as they were not forced to affirm any sexual 

behavior that they believed was against the Word and the Will of God.  

The last assumption considered that participants would have a working 
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knowledge about the legislative ruling towards same-sex marriage, as well as some 

knowledge about historical marriage rights for Blacks in the United States. Only two of 

the 16 participants were able to articulate the name of the Obergefell v. Hodges Supreme 

Court case that helped to legalize same-sex marriage within the United States and only 12 

of the 16 participants were aware that interracial marriage was once illegal in the U.S.  

Limitations 

There were a few limitations noted in this study. The first limitation dealt with the 

background of the participants. Although this study focused on African American 

Christian clergy from various historically Black denominations it was not exhaustive in 

that African American clergy serve in capacities other than just Christian denominations 

and other than just Black denominations. A second limitation dealt with the 

denominational policies on a national level. This study did not look at national policies or 

polities within each denomination regarding Pastoral counseling practices and inclusion 

issues for sexual minorities. This limitation is something that each participant 

acknowledged is lacking within TBC.  

This study also did not focus on one denomination at a time to get an exhaustive 

view of the denominational stance and their historical belief system surrounding Pastoral 

Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling with sexual minorities. Although many 

participants expressed denominational allegiance, only two of the 16 participants were 

able to articulate their denominations’ universal stance on homosexuality and same-sex 

marriage. Denominational allegiance usually points to an individual’s personal thoughts 

and feelings about a topic (Barnes, 2013). The divisiveness within and around Christian 
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denominations is a topic that has been well researched and documented and still needs 

further exploration (Barnes, 2013; White & White, 2007).  

A third limitation of this study was the population. This study focused on clergy 

members within TBC but did directly address any sexual minority congregants. Although 

some of the clergy member participants were part of the LGBTQ community, many of 

them spoke from a leadership position and not from the stance of a congregant. Future 

studies could benefit the gap in literature by exploring how LGBTQ congregants 

experience their need for Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling 

within TBC.  

Recommendations for Future Study and Research 

 This study has yielded two main recommendations for future research. The first 

recommendation for future study would center around the voice of sexual minorities 

within The Black Church. These individuals are often silenced, especially in the 

traditional church. This dissertation study focused on the clergy members and did not 

take into account the voice of the sexual minority congregants being served. Doing a 

study on the parishioners, in a heteronormative and an inclusive church, would yield a 

more well-rounded study that would fill in the gap for this, as well as the growing body 

of literature. A second recommendation would involve doing an exhaustive study on 

individual denominations and focusing on their local and national policies and polities 

regarding inclusivity and counseling sexual minorities. This recommendation would 

allow researchers the ability to highlight challenges and growth areas within each 

denomination that may have gone overlooked. 
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Future Direction 

The future direction for this study would involve creating a counseling formula 

that is both inclusive and respectful of African American Christian Clergy leaders and 

their congregants from all walks of life. This can be done by addressing the three 

identifiable roadblocks; entrenched fear, counseling goals, and respectful dialogue. 

Addressing and overcoming these roadblocks will make room for a counseling formula 

that would benefit both the faith community and the counseling community. In order to 

effectively meet the need for Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling 

with sexual minorities within TBC, congregants and leaders will have to partner in a way 

that allows for genuine and transparent conversation.  

The Black Church is an autonomous institution with more than seven historically 

Black denominations and a variety of polities (Plunkett, 2014; White & White, 2007). 

These independent organizations need to have a genuine conversation at the local and 

denominational level which addresses the need for congregational care for homosexual as 

well as heterosexual congregants. These initial conversations can produce polities on a 

local level that can be combined and presented on a national scale. As the collective body 

of TBC eventually comes together and bypass denominational allegiance, they can then 

look at these national polities and formulate a Christian mandate that meets the needs of 

parishioners seeking a closer relationship with God.  

The counseling formula recommended would be called: Pastoral Love and 

Connection Counseling (PLCC). The overall goal of PLCC would be to promote love and 

acceptance by: “Loving people as they are, where they are and connect them to God 
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without judging them or denouncing them.”  The seven major goals and tenets of PLCC 

are to: 

1. Promote connection and relationship with God 

2. Affirm a positive Christian experience 

3. Denounce discrimination 

4. Denounce hate language of any kind 

5. Leave judgement to God 

6. Allow people to respectfully agree to disagree 

7. Listen and attend to the client in an authentic manner 

 
This formula can work for clergy members in that they can actively engage 

parishioners in PLCC without affirming what they morally disagree with. This formula 

can also work for the LGBTQ community in that it allows them to develop a relationship 

with God without judgement or discrimination. This formula can work for the counseling 

community in that it can be ethically regulated, controlled, and accredited in a way that is 

educationally and tangibly beneficial for counselors and clients. 

Conclusion 

Chapter Five analyzed the results of the findings, reviewed assumptions and 

limitations, discussed recommendations for future study and research, as well gave the 

formula for future direction, which could involve inclusive counseling. This study 

produced seven major themes which were identified as: God/Jesus, African American 

Clergy, The Black Church, Sexual Identity, Marriage, Counseling, and Legalities. These 
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themes and subthemes spoke to all aspects of the research question and subsequent 

follow up questions.  

The goal of this study was to look at how African American Pastors and clergy 

members attempt to offer effective Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative 

Counseling regardless of their theological understanding of same-sex marriage, in the 

context of Biblical interpretation, morality, and civil rights. These questions were 

answered in a dissected and subjective manner that allowed each participant to feel heard 

and respected as they voiced their views about many of the differences and similarities 

between the LGBTQ community and The Black Church. Participants engaged in 

passionate conversation about their views and even discussed ways to bridge the gap 

between the communities. One of the consistent patterns throughout each interview was 

that participants want to engage an ongoing and open dialogue with all sides involved. 

This theme allowed the researcher to suggest a future direction of inclusive counseling 

which would be called Pastoral Love and Connection Counseling (PLCC).  

 This study was an evident example that this topic is still one that needs to be 

addressed on a regular and consistent basis. The issue of sexuality and TBC is a sensitive 

subject matter that will be researched for years to come. The LGBTQ community, the 

faith community, and the counseling community, which are intertwined and 

interconnected, have a long way to go, as they seek to reach formidable common ground. 

Clergy leaders, who serve as counselors, have a duty to protect and promote a healthy 

relationship, with God and their congregants, while staying true to their moral 

boundaries. This can be done through inclusive counseling, that does not necessarily 
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affirm but promotes positive and healthy connection. The ultimate goal is to meet the 

needs of parishioners and encouraging them to build a relationship with God on their 

terms, in their timing, in their space. 
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Personal and Professional Demographics 

1) Identifiable Characteristics 

a) Title: 

b) Name: (Will be kept confidential and only used for internal identification 

purposes.) 

c) City and State of Current Residence: 

d) Age: 

i) Under 21 

ii) 21-30 

iii) 31-40 

iv) 41-50 

v) 51-60 

vi) over 61 

e) Gender: 

i) Male 

ii) Female 

iii) Trans 

iv) Other 

v) Prefer not to answer 

f) Sexual Identity: 

i) Heterosexual 

ii) Bi-sexual 

iii) GayLesbian 

iv) A-sexual 

v) Same-Gender Loving 

vi) Questioning 

vii) Other 

viii) Prefer not to Answer 

g) Current Marital Status: 
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i) Single (never married) 

ii) Single (divorced) 

(1) to a person of same sex/gender 

(2) Opposite sex 

iii) Widowed 

iv) Engaged 

v) Dating 

vi) Married to a person of the opposite sex 

vii) Married to a person of the same sex/gender 

(1) If Married: 

(a) Length of Current Marriage: 

(i) Under 5 years 

(ii) 6-10 years 

(iii) 11-20 years 

(iv) 21 years and longer 

h) Highest Level of Education COMPLETED: 

i) Non-high school graduate 

ii) GED 

iii) High school graduate 

iv) Religious certificate from church or Bible learning institution 

v) AA degree 

vi) BA degree (non religious studies) 

vii) BA degree (religious studies) 

viii) Master's degree (non-seminary) 

ix) Seminary degree  

(1) Seminary Location (state):  

(a) ________________ 

(2) Year graduated: 

(a) Before 1950 
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(b) 1951-1960 

(c) 1961-1970 

(d) 1971-1980 

(e) 1981-1990 

(f) 1991-2000 

(g) 2001-2010 

(h) 2011-2017 

x) PhD or doctorate level degree (non religious studies) 

xi) PhD or doctorate level degree (religious studies) 

xii) Honorary Degree 

 

Ministry Demographics 

2) When were you introduced to Christ: 

a) As a child before the age of 10 

b) As an adolescent (11-18) 

c) As a young adult (19-26) 

d) As an adult (26 older) 

3) How were you initially introduced to Christ:  

a) In your home 

b) At a local church 

c) At a convention 

d) Through a friend/associate 

e) At school (elementary – high school) 

f) During college years 

g) Other 

4) Did you have any Relatives in the Pastoral/ Preaching/Missionary ministry:  

a) Father 

b) Mother 

c) Grandfather 
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d) Grandmother 

e) Sibling 

f) Uncle 

g) Aunt 

h) None 

5) Denominational Affiliation 

a) Baptist 

b) Full Gospel 

c) COGIC 

d) AME 

e) CME 

f) UME 

g) Presbyterian 

h) Non-Denominational 

i) Other ______________________________ 

6) License and Ordination 

a) Are you currently licensed: 

i) Yes 

ii) No 

(1) If Yes: Year licensed: 

(a) Before 1950 

(b) 1951-1960 

(c) 1961-1970 

(d) 1971-1980 

(e) 1981-1990 

(f) 1991-2000 

(g) 2001-2010 

(h) 2011-2017 
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b) Are you currently ordained: 

i) Yes 

ii) No 

(1) If Yes: Year Ordained 

(a) Before 1950 

(b) 1951-1960 

(c) 1961-1970 

(d) 1971-1980 

(e) 1981-1990 

(f) 1991-2000 

(g) 2001-2010 

(h) 2011-2017 

7) TOTAL Length in ministry: 

a) Less than 10 years 

b) 11-20 years 

c) 21-30 years 

d) More than 31 years 

8) Total Length in Leadership/Pastoring ministry: 

a) Less than 10 years 

b) 11-20 years 

c) 21-30 years 

d) More than 31 years 

9) Are you currently in FULL TIME ministry (meaning this is your main source of 

income, you have full time office hours, with no other full time employment)? 

a) Yes 

b) No 

10) CURRENT Ministry Title: 

a) Senior Pastor 

b) Co-Pastor 
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c) Assistant Pastor 

d) Youth Pastor 

e) Elder 

f) Associate Minister 

g) Other: ___________________________ 

i) How long in THIS position 

(1) Less than 10 years 

(2) 11-20 years 

(3) 21-30 years 

(4) more than 31 years 

 

Church Demographics 

11) What State is your current church located in:  

a) ______________________________ 

12) Approximate active Congregation size (not including social media or virtual 

presence):  

a) Less than 50 

b) 51-100 

c) 101- 300 

d) 301- 500 

e) 501 – 1000 

f) 1001 – 2000 

g) 2001 – 5000 

h) 5001 and more 

13) Is your church an official and active part of a national religious organization? 

a) Yes 

b) No 

i) If Yes, which 

(1) National Baptist 
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(2) American Baptist 

(3) Missionary Baptist 

(4) Southern Baptist 

(5) Full Gospel 

(6) COGIC 

(7) AME 

(8) CME 

(9) UME 

(10) Presbyterian 

(11) Other ________________________ 

 

Moral Data 

14) I believe in the Bible: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

15) I read the Bible daily: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

16) I believe the Bible is a guide for how humans should live this life: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 
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e) Disagree 

17) I believe the Bible gives a moral framework for how Christians should live: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

18) I believe the Bible is explicit about moral expectations: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

19) I believe the Bible can be controversial: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

20) I believe the Bible has been used to encourage others: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

21) I believe the Bible has been used to judge others: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  
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d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

22) I believe the Bible has been used to harm others: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

23) I believe the Bible can be liberating: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

24) I believe the Bible teaches Unconditional Love: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

25) I believe people can interpret the Bible to fit their agenda: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

26) I believe It is my job to preach/teach what the Bible says: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 
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c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

27) I believe the Bible is literal, especially in regards to sexual immorality:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

28) In our church we routinely talk and or teach about sex and relationships: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

29) I believe homosexuality is an abomination to God:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

30) I believe homesexuality is a sin: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

31) I believe adultery and fornication is a sin: 

a) Strongly Agree 
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b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

32) I have preached (in the past) against homosexuality:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

33) I feel comfortable preaching against homosexuality in the future:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

34) I have preached (in the past) against other sexual sins:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

35) I feel comfortable preaching against other sexual sins in the future:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 
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36) Because of the legal and cultural outcry I am apprehensive about preaching against 

homosexuality:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

37) I believe God accepts same-sex relationships:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

38) I believe same-sex relationships is as normal as heterosexual relationships: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

39) I support same sex marriage: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

40) Because of my Biblical interpretation, I do not support same-sex marriage: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  
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d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

41) I would feel comfortable providing pre-marital counseling to a same sex couple: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

42) If asked I would perform a same-sex wedding ceremony: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

43) If invited I would attend a same-sex wedding: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

44) I believe the definition of marriage is strictly God ordained as between a man and a 

woman:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

45) My views on homosexuality have changed over the last ten years: 

a) Strongly Agree 
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b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

46) I grew up in a church/community that did not support homosexuality: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

47) I think the gay rights movement is the same as the civil rights movement of the 60’s: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

48) I think gay (LGBTQ) people face the same hurdles as African-American people: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

49) I believe same-sex marriage is an human rights issue: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

50) I believe same-sex marriage is an equal rights issue: 
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a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

51) I believe same-sex marriage is a civil rights issue:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

52) I believe same-sex marriage is a moral issue:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

53) I would be comfortable with an openly homosexual individual having a leadership 

position in the church:  

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  

d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

54) I believe that the right for homosexual couples to marry is the same as the right for 

interracial couples to marry: 

a) Strongly Agree 

b) Agree 

c) Neutral  
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d) Strongly Disagree 

e) Disagree 

Civil Rights Data 

55) Interracial Marriage: (Loving V. Virginia was a 1967 court case that allowed people 

from different races to legally marry in the United States).  

a) Were you aware that people from different races could not legally marry before 

1967: 

i) Yes 

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

b) Do you think this interracial court case win was a result of the civil rights 

movement 

i) Yes  

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

c) Do you think this interracial court case win helped to erase the color lines 

i) Yes 

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

d) Do you think this interracial court case win gave African-Americans more human 

rights 

i) Yes 

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

e) Do you think this interracial court case win gave African-Americans more equal 

rights  

i) Yes 

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 
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f) Are you the direct product of an interracial relationship  

i) Yes 

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

g) Are you now or have you ever been married to a person from another race 

i) Yes 

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

h) Are you now or have you ever been romantically involved with a person from 

another race 

i) Yes  

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

i) If yes, please answer the following questions: 

i) Did you experience any kind of racism, prejudice or discrimination with your 

family regarding the relationship? 

(1) Yes  

(2) No 

ii) Did you experience any kind of racism, prejudice or discrimination with the 

other person’s family regarding the relationship? 

(1) Yes 

(2) No 

iii) Did you experience any kind of racism, prejudice or discrimination while out 

in public with that person? 

(1) Yes 

(2) No 

iv) If you experienced racism, prejudice or discrimination during the course of the 

interracial relationship did it deter you from marrying the person? 

(1) Yes  
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(2) No 

56) Same-Sex Marriage: (In the United States of America, same-sex marriage has been 

legal in all states, as well as all U.S. territories except American Samoa, since June 

26, 2015, when the United States Supreme Court ruled in Obergefell v. Hodges that 

state-level bans on same-sex marriage are unconstitutional.).  

a) Were you aware that people with the same gender could not legally marry before 

2015 in all States? 

i) Yes 

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

b) Do you see this court case as a civil rights issue? 

i) Yes  

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

c) Do you see this court case as a human rights issue? 

i) Yes  

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

d) Do you see this court case as an equal rights issue? 

i) Yes 

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

e) Do you see this court case as a moral issue? 

i) Yes  

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

f) Are you now or have you ever been romantically involved with a person of the 

same gender  

i) Yes  
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ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

g) Do you see this court case as similar to that of the interracial marriage law 

dilemma? 

i) Yes  

ii) No 

iii) Unknown 

Response Answers 

57)  How should clergy members explain the issue of same-sex marriage to their 

congregants? (Please explain). 

_________________________________________________________ 

58) What is your personal view on the legislative ruling for same-sex marriage?  

__________________________________________________________ 

59) Would you be willing to allow me to interview you, to further understand how Clergy 

members express their views on same-sex marriage and or relationships? 

___________________ 
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Title of Project: African-American Clergy view on Same Sex Marriage 

Investigator Name: Cherry Hymes 

E-Mail Contact Information: Cherry.Hymes@yahoo.com 

 

You are invited to participate in an online survey for a research project conducted 

through Mercer University. Mercer University’s IRB requires investigators to provide 

informed consent to the research participants. 

 

The purpose of this online research study is to examine how African-American clergy 

view the same-sex marriage law, in the context of morality and civil rights. Your 

participation in the study will contribute to a better understanding of how African-

American clergy preach and or teach about same-sex marriage in a Biblical context. You 

must be at least 18 years old to participate.  

 

If you agree to participate: The survey will take approximately 15 minutes of your time. 

You will complete an activity about your personal views regarding morality, civil right 

and Biblical interpretation. You will not be compensated. 

 

Risks/Benefits/Confidentiality of Data 

  

There are no known risks or discomfort which could cause you to feel uncomfortable, 

distressed, sad, tired. There will be no costs for participating. Although your participation 

in this research may not benefit you personally, it will help us understand how African-

American clergy preach and or teach about same-sex marriage in a Biblical context. Your 

name and email address will be kept private and confidential during the data collection 

phase and used for tracking purposes only. A limited number of research team members 

will have access to the data during data collection. All identifying information will be 

removed from the final dataset. 

Participation or Withdrawal 
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Your decision to participate or decline participation in this study is voluntary. You may 

decline to answer any question and you have the right to withdraw from participation at 

any time. Withdrawal will not affect your relationship with Mercer University in anyway. 

If you do not want to participate, click on the “stop survey” arrow or close the browser 

window.  

 

If you do not want to receive any more reminders, you may email us at 

Cherry.Hymes@yahoo.com. 

 

Contacts 

If you have any questions about the study contact the investigator Cherry Hymes at 678-

362-8309 or send an email to Cherry.Hymes@yahoo.com.  

 

Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed study #(H1701023) and 

approved it on [20-Feb-2017]. 

 

Questions about your rights as a research participant 

 

If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part of this 

study, you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by 

phone at (478) 301-4101 or email at ORC_Research@Mercer.edu.  

 

Thank you in advance for your time and participation!
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Dear Respondent, 
 
My name is Cherry (Hymes) Estelhomme I am a doctoral candidate with Mercer University. I 
am conducting a research study about how African-American clergy offer effective Pastoral 
Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling regardless of their theological understanding 
of homosexuality and same-sex marriage, in the context of biblical interpretation, morality, 
and civil rights. I am emailing you based upon your previous decision to be a part of the 
qualitative research project. Mercer University’s IRB requires investigators to provide informed 
consent to the research participants. 
 
If you would be interested in being a part of this one to two hour interview process, please feel 
free to respond to this email or contact me at cherry.hymes@yahoo.com and we can set up an 
interview time and date. 
 
If you have any questions about the study contact the investigator Cherry (Hymes) Estelhomme 
at 678-362-8309 or Cherry.Hymes@yahoo.com 
 
Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed study #(H1805141) and 
approved it on 04-Jun-2018. 
 
Questions about your rights as a research participant:  
 
If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part of this 
study, you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at 
(478) 301-4101 or email at ORC_Research @Mercer.edu.  
Thank you in advance for your time and participation! 
 

 
 
 
 

06/04/2018 
                06/03/2019 
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PENFIELD COLLEGE 

Department of Counseling and Human Services 
 

 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

Please read the following explanation of this research study 
(Minimal Risk Studies Involving Human Subjects) 

 
 
 
Signing this form will indicate you have been informed about the dissertation research study 

regarding African American clergy and that you consent to participate. I want to ensure that you 

understand what you are being asked to do and what risks and benefits - if any - are associated with 

this study. This should help you decide whether you want to participate. 

 

You are being asked to take part in a research project conducted by Cherry (Hymes) Estelhomme, 

LAPC, MS, M.Div., a doctoral candidate under the direction of Dr. David Lane PhD –both at Mercer 

University, 3001 Mercer University Drive, Atlanta, Georgia 30341.  This research project has been 

approved by  Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed study #(H1805141) 

and approved on 04-Jun-2018. 

 

Project Description: This study aims to look at how African-American clergy offer effective 

Pastoral Care and Counseling and Affirmative Counseling regardless of their theological 

understanding of homosexuality and same-sex marriage, in the context of biblical interpretation, 

morality, and civil rights.  Our goal is to understand the complexity of Pastoral Care and Counseling 

and Affirmative Counseling as it relates to sexual minorities within The Black Church.  We also 

want to understand if the issue of same-sex marriage is viewed by African-American clergy as a civil 

rights issue or a moral issue.    

 

Procedures: If you agree to take part in the study, you will complete an in-depth qualitative 

interview.  Here are examples of some of the questions you will be asked in the interview:  

 
 

 




