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METHODS STUDY ON COMMUNICATING RELIGIOUS AND RACIAL/ETHNIC 
IDENTITY 
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Dissertation Director: Dr. Mark C. Hopson 

 

Millennials are less affiliated with Christianity compared to older generations (Pew 

Research Center, 2015). However, historically Black Protestant denominations have 

experienced an overall stable attendance during recent years, especially in comparison to 

mainline Protestantism which has experienced the greatest decline in membership among 

Christian groups (Pew Research Center, 2015). This study explores why Black 

Millennials in the United States choose to attend predominantly Black congregations.  

The study’s research design employs a concurrent qualitative-dominant mixed methods 

design in which quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis occur 

simultaneously (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). The qualitative research applied Hecht's 

(1993) communication theory of identity and a phenomenological analysis of twenty-four 

in-depth interviews that were conducted between October 2016 and February 2017 with 

congregants of predominantly Black churches in Alabama. The quantitative research 
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consisted of a survey based on the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) and the 

Multi-Religion Identity Measure (MRIM) to understand differences in levels of religious 

and racial/ethnic identity relevant to respondents' church attendance. The survey was 

conducted between January and March 2017 and open to Black Millennials in southern 

states, distinct from the sample drawn from the qualitative study and regardless of 

religious preference or church attendance.  

Survey results revealed that those who attend church (whether predominantly Black or 

non-Black) are higher in religious identity than those who do not attend. No differences 

exist for levels of ethnic identity based on church racial/ethnic composition or attendance. 

This finding coincides with interview results that revealed that participants do not see 

themselves as a part of the collective body of Black churches and do not attend 

predominantly Black churches based on race/ethnicity. Rather than abandon organized 

religion for individualistic spirituality, participants attempt to reshape their spirituality in 

terms of an “authentic” experience of community in the Body of Christ (without a focus 

on dogma, dress, status, race, etc.). Sound doctrine, relevant sermons, a “Christ first” 

approach, and genuine relationships with older generations help Millennials to enact their 

religious identities in a way that Giddens (1991) views as "being true to oneself" (p. 78). 
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CHAPTER ONE: STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM AND LITERATURE 
REVIEW 

Statement of the Problem 

The historical and lived experiences of age cohorts influence their identity and 

intercultural relationships (Hecht, Jackson, & Ribeau, 2003). Furthermore, changes in 

cultural group identity more typically appear in new age cohorts rather than within a 

current cohort (Hecht et al., 2003). For predominantly Black churches, this indicates that 

the historical and lived experiences of Millennials (born between 1981 and 1998) can 

impact the extent to which they identify with Black churches and how they engage with 

other generations in their congregation. In addition, Millennials serve as an age cohort 

that can generate shifts in the group identity of the collective body of Black churches 

overall. While significant research exists on Millennials and their views on religion, there 

is much less information on how Black Millennials experience religion and express their 

religious identity, particularly in relation to their racial/ethnic and generational identities. 

The purpose of this study is to address this gap in the literature. 

Protestant Christians are associated with a belief in salvation by faith in the 

atonement of Jesus Christ alone, personal conversion, and the inerrancy of Scripture. For 

the purpose of this study, and similar to the Pew Research Center's Religious Landscape 

Study, Protestant Christians were those affiliated with mainline, evangelical, or 

historically Black Protestantism outside of the Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions 



2 
 
 
 

(Lipka, 2015). Non-Protestant Christian refers to those who identify as Catholic, 

Orthodox, Seventh-Day Adventist, Jehovah's Witness, or Mormon. Also similar to the 

Pew Research Center's Religious Landscape Study, participants' religious affiliations 

were based on whether they said they fit a particular religious group, regardless of their 

beliefs or church attendance (Smith & Cooperman, 2015).  

Recent research has moved in the direction of understanding why Millennials are 

less affiliated with Christianity or other organized religions. According to the Pew 

Research Center (2015), Christian affiliation has declined for various groups, including 

all generations, Whites, Blacks, and Hispanic/Latinos, men and women, and those with or 

without a college education. However, Millennials identify less with religious affiliation 

and Christian churches when compared to older generations (Pew Research Center, 

2015). Millennials are also considered just as spiritual as other generations, showing, for 

example, similar levels of "feel[ing] a sense of wonder about the universe" and a belief in 

hell (Alper, 2015, para. 3). Religious switching refers to adults who change their religious 

affiliation from the one in which they were raised as children (Pew Research Center, 

2015). For every person raised unaffiliated who chooses to join a religion, there are at 

least four people raised in a religion who decide to become religiously unaffiliated (Pew 

Research Center, 2015). The Pew Research Center (2015) notes that mainline Protestant 

denominations have taken a net loss in membership due to more people leaving their 

tradition than joining because of religious switching. More specifically, the Pew Research 

Center (2015) notes that "more than 85% of American adults were raised Christian, but 
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nearly a quarter of those who were raised Christian no longer identify with Christianity" 

(Factors behind the changes section, para. 5). 

Those from older generations will one day leave their denominations and 

churches to younger generations who do not identify with the same struggles that Black 

churches faced during the Civil Rights Movement. De jure segregation in the United 

States ended more than 40 years ago, and Black Millennials may feel that they can attend 

non-Black churches with less fear of prejudice based on their skin color, or without the 

need for identifying with traditional characteristics of predominantly Black churches 

(e.g., call and response, charismatic preaching styles, hymns reminiscent of Negro 

spirituals that enslaved Africans or Blacks in the Civil Rights Movement would sing to 

represent freedom and equality). Furthermore, fewer Whites in the United States attend 

service with only White congregants, and churches are slowly becoming more diverse 

(Lipka, 2014). However, considering the existence of de facto segregation, "the degree of 

racial segregation within religious congregations [in the United States] remains high" 

(Lipka, 2014, para. 2). The concurrent slow racial diversification of churches across the 

nation and lack of connection to the history and culture of the Black Church among 

Millennials is a phenomenon worthy of exploration. 

While recent research focuses on the decline in Millennials' religious affiliation, 

another aspect of religion in the United States deserves further analysis: reasons for 

Millennials to stay in their religion, particularly in predominantly Black churches and 

especially in the midst of increasingly negative views toward religion. Historically Black 

Protestant denominations include almost 16 million adults and have experienced an 
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overall stable attendance during recent years, especially in comparison to mainline 

Protestantism (e.g., United Methodist Church, American Baptist Churches USA), which 

has experienced the greatest decline in membership among Christian groups (Pew 

Research Center, 2015). According to the Pew Research Center (2015), "among Christian 

groups, the historically Black Protestant tradition retains the highest percentage of its 

childhood members" (Retention of childhood members section, para. 2), and "includes 

fewer people who have switched in from a different background" (Religious switchers, 

para. 5). This information suggests that there may be distinctive factors, such as family 

church history, relevant to commitment to attendance in predominantly Black churches. 

Purpose of Study 

This dissertation focuses on Millennials' experiences within their predominantly 

Black churches. The purpose of this mixed methods study includes specific study aims: 

(1) to understand the differences among Black Millennials who choose to attend 

predominantly Black churches and those who do not (2) to shed light on how Black 

Millennials communicate and develop their religious and racial/ethnic identities (3) to 

extend the literature on member identity to a new context (Millennials in predominantly 

Black churches) (4) to describe the essence, in a phenomenological sense, of being a 

Millennial member in a Black church, and (5) to provide insight on inter- and intra-

generational communication of Black Millennials in Black churches. 

The previous section provided the background and an overview of the purpose for 

the study. This literature review begins with the study’s theoretical framework. The 

review then explores literature related to generational communication, religious 
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communication, and intercultural communication. Following the review of literature, a 

rationale will propose the research questions and hypotheses this dissertation will 

address. 

Review of Literature 

Theoretical framework. How communication scholars define culture greatly 

influences how scholars define and study intercultural communication. Culture refers to a 

learned system of shared norms, beliefs, values, practices (enactment of beliefs, values, 

and norms), symbols, and meanings that vary in importance for members of the group 

(Ting-Toomey, 1999). Communication is symbolic and processual (Moon, 2002), as 

“reality is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed” (Carey, 2008, p. 19). 

Members of cultural groups use communication to create shared meanings with one 

another.  

Drawing on these definitions of culture, Imahori and Cupach (2005) define 

intercultural communication as communication among people whose "cultural identities 

are experienced as salient and distinct" (p. 198). According to Hopson (2011), 

intercultural communication is a complex process in which people bring their different 

patterns of behavior, assumptions and convictions about what is true, principles regarding 

what is important, and cultural practices into their everyday interactions. According to 

Antaki, Condor, and Levine, intercultural communication is “a social encounter in which 

cultural identity is salient to one or both interactants, and these identities are perceived as 

different and/or enacted differently in conversation” (as cited in Hecht et al., 2003, p. 69). 
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In essence, intercultural communication refers to communication between and among 

individuals or groups with diverse norms, beliefs, values, and practices.  

Researchers also note the importance of intra-cultural communication, as it is 

through focusing on and understanding patterns within groups— “without the distraction 

of comparisons with dominant group patterns”—that we can understand the similarities 

and differences between groups (Moon, 1996, p. 78; see Shuter, 1990). In essence, 

understanding communication within generations can be just as useful as understanding 

communication between and among generations. This section reviews two theories that 

can inform the integration of culture, identity, and intercultural communication: cultural 

identity theory (Collier & Thomas, 1988) and the communication theory of identity 

(Hecht, 1993). 

Cultural identity theory. Collier and Thomas (1988) developed cultural identity 

theory, based on seven key properties. First, people have a range of cultural identities 

(e.g., racial, ethnic, political, religious) (Collier & Thomas, 1988). In addition, these 

identities intersect with one another, which further contributes to understanding the 

nuances and complexities that leads scholars to apply theories with the notion of "it 

depends" (on the context, internal inconsistencies, competing aspects of identity, etc.) 

(Collier, 2005). Second, the salience of these particular identities varies across contexts, 

time, and interactions (Collier & Thomas, 1988). Third, cultural identities differ in scope, 

or how widespread a shared identity is (Collier & Thomas, 1988). Fourth, avowal (how 

someone views himself/herself) and ascription (how others view him/her) shape cultural 

identities (Collier & Thomas, 1988). This is similar to how social categorization (what 
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groups people see themselves in) and social identification (indications people provide so 

others will view them as a part of these groups), impact social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 

1979). Fifth, intensity, or the explicit nature of disclosure, of avowed and ascribed 

identities changes based on the circumstances, topics, and relationships (Collier & 

Thomas, 1988). Sixth, cultural identities both persist and change over space and time 

(Collier & Thomas, 1988). Seventh, cultural identities hold both content and relational 

factors (Collier & Thomas, 1988). According to Collier (2005), “cultural identifications 

intersect with structurally and socially reproduced representations and forces [...and] 

ideologies” (p. 252). Intercultural communication theories, such as cultural identity 

theory, reveal the ways in which social identity (generational cohort), cultural identity 

(racial/ethnic), and social structures and ideologies (the Black Church and Christianity) 

are interrelated. 

Communication theory of identity. In 1993, Hecht developed the communication 

theory of identity. According to this theory, people communicate their identity in four 

layers: personal, relational, communal, and enacted. In addition, part of Hecht's (1993) 

motivation for developing this theory was to emphasize how communication and identity 

are inseparable: people communicate their identities to others and form their identities 

based on communication encounters. In order for one to truly identify with the Black 

Church, he or she must communicate that identity intra-personally, interpersonally, and in 

some ways organizationally. 

Identity layers. Overall, there are four layers to the communication theory of 

identity: personal, relational, communal, and enacted. The personal layer refers to how 
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one views him or herself, even when no one else is around (Hecht, 1993). This layer 

focuses more on the cognitive and affective aspects that others cannot see but the 

individual knows to be true (Hecht, 1993). For example, a person’s avowed identity may 

be that she is a “Christian woman.” According to Lincoln and Mamiya (1990), in order to 

be part of the Black Church, one must be a part of a historically or predominantly Black 

Christian church. Therefore, based on this definition, in the personal layer a person 

indicates part of the requirements for identifying with the Black Church: she is Christian. 

The relational layer refers to who a person is based on interpersonal interactions (Hecht, 

1993). For example, she may refer to her friend as a “brother in Christ” or “sister in 

Christ,” meaning a fellow Christian.  

The communal layer involves informal or formal organizational membership and 

interactions with groups of other individuals who share a similar identity (Hecht, 1993). 

For instance, an individual may be a part of a Christian family, or attend a predominantly 

or historically Black church. This layer is one that ties closely to identifying with the 

Black Church because it determines whether an individual truly fits Lincoln and 

Mamiya’s (1990) conceptual definition of membership in the Black Church. While one 

can view herself as a Christian and interact with other Christians who attend Black 

Churches, the level of identification intensifies when one considers herself a part of a 

community of members of the Black Church. Lastly, the enacted layer aligns with 

performed behavior, such as clothing attire, speech, and other actions (Hecht, 1993). This 

is another key aspect of identifying with the Black Church because it consists of 

observable acts that contribute to the operationalization of a Black Church identity. For 
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instance, an individual seeks to learn more about the history and practices of the Black 

Church or proudly tells people what church she attends. 

It is important to note that some people can consider themselves a part of the 

Black Church and still attend predominantly non-Black churches after many years. This 

would indicate that they conceptualize the Black Church differently from Lincoln and 

Mamiya (1990) and Thomas. While my conceptualization aligns with Lincoln and 

Mamiya’s definition, the communication theory of identity allows me to be aware of how 

individuals go about making different distinctions in how they identify with the Black 

Church. When taking another look at Lincoln and Mamiya’s definition of being a part of 

the Black Church, I realize that it incorporates the four layers in relation to how 

individuals communicate their religious identity: One must attend (enacted)/be a member 

(communal/relational) of a historically or predominantly Black Christian (personal) 

church. The relationship between this definition and the communication theory of identity 

helps narrow the focus of this study to understanding why participants choose to be 

involved with predominantly and/or historically Black churches in their relational, 

communal, and enacted layers and whether that involvement corresponds with how they 

view themselves according to the personal layer of identity. 

While the communal and enacted layers can illuminate how people identify with 

the Black Church, the personal and relational layers can inform why the gap exists 

between Black church membership and the perception of being a part of the overall Black 

church. To elaborate, because a person identifies as a Christian woman, she may believe 

that a part of that includes not separating her brothers and sisters in Christ (relational 
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layer) based on matters of race (e.g., “God loves everyone, so I don’t see color/race”). 

Furthermore, she may attribute her attending a predominantly or historically Black 

church to that being a place she feels welcome or a location near her home, rather than 

some deeper meaning related to race. Attending a church for racial purposes might not be 

anything that she was conscious of, despite others ascribing her the identity of being a 

part of the Black Church due to aspects of her communal and enacted layers. Overall, this 

theory can provide insight concerning whether attending a Black church and being a part 

of the Black Church mean the same thing to participants. It could be possible that people 

who identify more strongly with being a part of the Black Church have fewer gaps within 

and among the various layers of their identity than someone who identifies less strongly 

with the Black Church. In the following section, I will explain how these gaps in identity 

can suggest reasons why people choose to identify with the Black Church or not.  

Identity gaps. It is important to note that the four identity layers are not mutually 

exclusive (Hecht, 1993). At the same time, Jung and Hecht (2004) note that these identity 

layers are not always compatible, and people can experience identity gaps, or 

discrepancies within and among layers. A person who identifies as a “Black Christian 

woman” and attends a predominantly or historically Black church but does not consider 

herself a part of the Black Church indicates a gap in identity within the communal layer, 

as well as between the communal and enacted layer. For instance, she may enact the 

behavior of looking at church history and determining practices to fit in to the culture of 

her individual church rather than as a sign that she is a part of the Black Church overall. I 

can recall going to an AME Zion (historically Black denomination) church my parents 
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visited and trying to learn the historical songs and practices (i.e., learning the words to 

"All Things Come of Thee," a song sung immediately following offering) not as a part of 

my identity in the Black Church but for its utility in regards to my need to fit in with the 

congregation. In regards to a discrepancy within the communal layer, Blacks can strongly 

identify with their home church while having weak identification or minimal perceived 

connection with the collective body of Black churches across the United States. In other 

words, being a part of a Black church may not mean one identifies with the Black Church 

overall. This discrepancy shows why it was necessary to provide the conceptualization of 

the Black Church as a racial project (as discussed later in more detail). This theory sheds 

light on where to look in regards to identity gaps in the four layers where the Black 

Church can fill a need.  

The four layers can also interact with one another even when taking into account 

different contexts. For example, a racial identity transformation in an educational setting 

(e.g., historically Black college) may or may not lead to a new identity formation in a 

religious setting (e.g., predominantly Black Church). Essentially, the tenets of this theory 

guide me in understanding what people communicate, how they communicate, when and 

where they communicate their identity, and with whom, in order to inform and lead me to 

a better understanding of why. Those who identify more strongly with the Black Church 

may not only have congruency within and among the four layers, but their 

interdependence may be stronger. For example, somebody who identifies with the Black 

Church overall may not feel like a real Christian (personal) unless he is a part of a 
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historically Black Church (communal), actively participates (enacted), and invites his 

friends to be members (relational).  

In addition, somebody who identifies less strongly with the Black Church may not 

only have gaps between and among layers, but that individual might also have layers that 

do not correspond well at all with being a part of the Black Church (e.g., “I am a member 

of a Black church, but I do not really even consider myself a Christian.”). Those who 

might not completely identify with the Black Church could be new at even identifying 

themselves as a Christian (personal layer) or new to understanding the culture of the 

Black Church (communal) and just have not developed the relational, communal, or 

enacted aspects of their identity like someone who grew up in the Black Church. 

According to the Pew Research Center (2015), U.S. citizens are becoming more spiritual 

and less religious. This is an example of how a personal layer of identity (“I’m spiritual”) 

would influence why someone would not indicate that they are a part of the Black 

Church, or what they may view as a product of organized religion. By applying this 

theory to understanding what individuals choose to identify as (e.g., member of a Black 

church, Christian, spiritual), I can also observe why they choose to identify or not identify 

as (e.g., a part of the overall Black Church). Understanding how to apply knowledge of 

identity gaps can also help in examining the reasons behind how Black Millennials 

communicate their religious and racial/ethnic identity. In addition, this theory can guide 

researchers in understanding how Black Millennials conceptualize the Black Church. 

Application of communication theory of identity. Drummond and Orbe (2008) 

applied Hecht’s (1993) communication theory of identity (CTI) to a phenomenological 
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study that explored gaps in the personal, relational, enacted, and communal layers of 

identity within intra-racial and inter-racial communication situations. According to 

Imahori and Cupach (2005), intra-cultural communication refers to "when people's 

cultural identities are salient and similar" (p. 198). Drummond and Orbe (2008) used 

focus groups that each consisted entirely of members from the same racial/ethnic group 

(White, Black, Hispanic), and the researchers interviewed one Asian/Indian dyad.  

According to Drummond and Orbe (2008), personal-relational identity gaps usually occur 

in intra-racial situations when someone’s avowed identity and ascribed identity are 

different, especially based on appearance. For example, a Black woman faced challenges 

in explaining that she is African (Nigerian) rather than Caribbean and hearing responses 

based on stereotypes (i.e., she “chases tigers for food") (Drummond & Orbe, 2008, p. 13). 

On the other hand, a Hispanic group member experienced a different situation when even 

though she shared the same Chilean background as others, a lack of familiarity with 

living in that country made her feel like an outsider (Drummond & Orbe, 2008). Among 

Asians, participants described a tendency to blend in with other Asians, despite their 

different countries of origin (Drummond & Orbe, 2008). Although future research can 

more deeply explore the reasons for these identity gaps, Drummond and Orbe (2008) 

offer solid examples of what identity gaps look like in actual intra- and inter-racial 

relationships. 

Drummond and Orbe (2008) also note that personal-relational-enacted gaps exist 

when one’s personal identity faces negative stereotypes that impact his or her ability to 

enact an identity with others of a particular desired social group.  Examples they provide 
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include participants allowing others to think they are Jamaican, when really they are 

Haitian, because most classmates favored Jamaicans (Drummond & Orbe, 2008). The 

finding that I view as most interesting is that Whites and Hispanics mentioned discomfort 

in communication with Blacks, but Blacks focused mainly on their discomfort in 

communication with Whites rather than with other races (Drummond & Orbe, 2008). I 

am curious as to whether these expressions of discomfort focused primarily on Whites 

and Blacks reflect my experience with conversations on the topic of inter-racial 

interactions easily falling into a White-Black dichotomy. Drummond and Orbe's (2008) 

findings reveal that intra-cultural communication research is necessary, considering that 

intra-racial and intra-cultural complexities impact intercultural interactions.  

Drummond and Orbe's (2008) scholarly analysis of identity gaps and intra-racial 

interactions asserts that Blacks are not homogenous. As a result, the types of identity gaps 

Blacks experience are not identical. Personal-relational gaps in intra-racial 

communication center on discrepancies in avowed and ascribed identities. Personal-

relational-enacted gaps reflect stereotypes and how those stereotypes impact interactions 

with other social groups (e.g., racial and age groups). Drummond and Orbe (2008) argue 

that application of CTI should extend beyond cultural and social identities to explore 

racial and ethnic identification. There is limited research partly because Blacks, as well as 

those of Spanish and Asian descent, have been seen as homogenous, despite variations in 

age, nationality, and ethnicity (Drummond & Orbe, 2008). Therefore, Drummond and 

Orbe (2008) propose that researchers should seek to understand how vast changes in 

geographical locations influence "what it means to be Black, Asian, or Hispanic" in the 
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United States (p. 8). Analyzing identity gaps in the intra-racial phenomenon of 

Millennials' experiences in Black churches can provide evidence of what identity gaps 

look like in a new context. 

Intercultural communication theories such as the communication theory of 

identity (Hecht, 1993), as well as Drummond and Orbe's (2008) application of CTI, allow 

people to compare the "multilayered picture of the communication ideals of a community 

and the actual communication practices of the individuals within the embedded 

situational layers" (Ting-Toomey, 2010, p. 176, emphasis added). Intercultural 

communication's theoretical constructs, such as identity layers and gaps, provide labels 

for naming, describing, and explaining the lived experiences of various cultural groups. 

By using established labels, members of diverse cultural groups are able to have a 

common ground for communicating shared experiences, while challenging the ways in 

which these experiences manifest themselves differently for individual members of 

cultural groups. 

Intercultural communication theories note contradictions and nuances within and 

among identities, promote self-reflexivity, and develop an understanding of the 

assumptions and biases people bring to intercultural communication situations. 

Discovering contradictions between intercultural communication theories and observed 

interactions encourages analyzing and challenging assumptions and making efforts to 

avoid ethnocentricism, or judging other cultures by the standards of one's own culture 

and believing those standards to be intrinsically superior (Bennett, 1993). Through these 

theories, scholars, practitioners, religious communicators, and cultural group members 
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can understand, explain, modify, transform, co-create, and even debate cultural meanings. 

While enacting their communal aspects of identity (e.g., group and organizational 

membership), people negotiate their place in complex environments (Collier, 2005). 

Millennials' experiences in predominantly and historically Black churches and 

denominations provide an example of a complex context for enacting social identities and 

organizational membership. The following sections explore different aspects of 

communication relevant to generational cohort group, race, and religion and how 

Millennials navigate the communication process. 

Generational communication. According to the Pew Research Center, the 

Millennial Generation was born between 1981 and 1998 (ages 18 to 36 at the time of this 

study), Generation X was born between 1965 and 1980 (ages 37 to 52), the Baby Boom 

Generation (Baby Boomers) was born between 1946 and 1964 (ages 53 to 71), the Silent 

Generation was born between 1928 and 1945 (ages 72 to 89), and the Greatest 

Generation was born before 1928 (ages 90 to 100) (Fry, 2016). Intergenerational 

communication refers to communication among two or more members of different 

generations, while intra-generational communication refers to communication among two 

or more members of the same generation. A review of the literature reveals that much of 

the research focused on Millennials usually takes place in the context of the workplace, 

organizations, and education.  

Van Dyke, Haynes, and Ferguson-Mitchell (2007) conducted a qualitative, cross-

sectional, exploratory study to understand how different generations perceive problems 

and problem-solving in relation to intergenerational communication. Van Dyke et al. 
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(2007) note the difference between aging and generation and argue that generations each 

have their own culture. Aging is considered "the passing of time for an individual – the 

inevitable chronological change in our age from year to year" (Harwood, 2007, p. 4), but 

according to Schroeder, a generation is "a contemporaneous grouping of individuals 

[that] is considered to participate in common values and attitudes which are different 

from the next generation" (as cited in Van Dyke et al., 2007, p. 20). Furthermore, they 

argue that "a generation is construed as a cultural construct, since both comprise groups 

of people that share ideas, values, attitudes or behaviors" (Van Dyke et al., 2007, p. 20). 

This statement supports and informs the idea that generations are cultures, and 

intergenerational communication is a form of intercultural communication.  

The study of Van Dyke et al. (2007) shows that participants were able to clearly 

distinguish generational cultures and that topics of conversation were not restricted to age 

groups but rather shared interest in a topic (Van Dyke et al., 2007). Several participants 

indicated a disdain for erroneous media stereotypes of their generations (Van Dyke et al., 

2007). In addition, these negative stereotypes contributed to participants distancing 

themselves from members of their age cohort (Van Dyke et al., 2007), an action that 

Ferguson-Mitchell and Usher's study also observed when participants believed that a 

connection with their age cohort no longer aligned with their cultural values or interests 

(as cited in Van Dyke et al., 2007, p. 21). This finding indicates a possibility that shared 

values and interests are more important for intergenerational dialogue in the Black 

Church than actual age. During the acculturation process, "generational culture intersects 

with organizational culture" (Van Dyke et al., 2007, p. 23) and age cohorts may adopt 
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other generation's values, sometimes even through guilt or pressure (Myers & Davis, 

2012). For example, Millennials may experience pressure to conform to the values of 

older generations in the Black Church and/or take action to persuade those generations to 

adopt their views. Taking this into account, the Black Church and Black churches are 

organizations with distinctive cultures that interact with different generational cohorts. 

Results from the study of Van Dyke et al. (2007) also indicated that shared 

involvement in facing problems among those with whom they had an affinity led to 

greater intergenerational communication than generational culture did, "especially among 

boundary spanners located at or near convergence of generational groups" (p. 23). Van 

Dyke et al. (2007) closed by suggesting that intergenerational boundary spanners 

"manage diversity in culture and age among social groups and organizational teams," and 

people from all ages can use communication and culture to bring generations together (p. 

23). This indicates a possibility that boundary spanners within the Millennial generation 

might have distinguishable experiences within religious organizations. Based on the Pew 

Research Center's breakdown for younger (born 1990-1998) and older (born 1989-1981) 

Millennials, boundary spanners are those in the study who were ages 18, 19, 35, and 36, 

as well as those who span the younger and older Millennial age groups and were 26 and 

27 (Lipka, 2015). 

Myers and Davis (2012) use social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) to 

study how different generational groups interact in the workplace. They argue that when 

in-groups unfairly make overly generalized stereotypes about an entire out-group, it can 

lead to unwarranted judgments and unfavorable attributions toward members of those 
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groups (Myers & Davis, 2012). However, Myers and Davis (2012) state that by 

understanding a group's shared experiences and how aspects of those experiences are 

associated with their behavioral and communication styles, there is more opportunity for 

accommodation among generations.  

While Myers and Davis (2012) reference the workplace as a particular 

communication environment where generational culture and organizational culture 

intersect, the Black Church also represents a distinctive communication environment for 

these two cultures to interact. In the workplace, employees work in exchange for pay, 

while church members mostly engage in church activities as volunteers. Rather than work 

for career advancement, church members seek spiritual enhancement, which is an aspect 

worth exploring in understanding how generations interact in religious organizations in 

comparison to the workplace.  

Each generational cohort has distinctive and shared experiences based on 

"historical events, societal trends and perspectives, technological advances, the economy, 

and a host of other influences that occurred during their life stages" (Myers & 

Sadaghiani, 2010; Myers & Davis, 2012, p. 5).  These experiences "affect the cohort's 

values, perspectives, and interaction with others" (Myers & Davis, 2012, p. 5). These 

shared characteristics of values and patterns of behavior learned through the life stages 

further support the argument of Van Dyke et al. (2007) that generational cohorts are 

indeed cultures.  

Myers and Davis (2012) go on to describe the various generational groups, based 

on their study. Baby Boomers have a strong sense of "paying one's dues" in order to 
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succeed (Myers & Davis, 2012, p. 6). Generation Xers are the children of the Baby 

Boomers and came to distrust institutions through watching their parents struggle in their 

careers and family lives, and therefore, according to Lancaster and Stillman, became 

"much more resourceful and self-reliant than members of the Boomer generation" (as 

cited in Myers & Davis, 2012, p. 6). Myers and Davis add that the Millennial generation, 

sometimes referred to as Generation Y, grew up with structured activities and 

overprotective parents. Millennials are results-oriented and tend to have a sense of 

entitlement, desire recognition, and believe that they can achieve whatever they work for 

(Myers & Davis, 2012). Boomers expect authority based on position, while Millennials 

are not afraid to question that authority, especially if they believe they can provide 

valuable input (Myers & Davis, 2012). This leads to negative attributions of Millennials 

being lazy and arrogant and can pose threats to individuals' social identities (e.g., 

professional, leader). Taking into account the finding of Van Dyke et al. (2007) that 

generational cohorts are aware of how they differ from one another, it is possible that 

Millennials are conscious that although a results-oriented environment and opportunities 

to challenge authority are important values to them, they may not align with the values 

other generations, particularly in the Black Church. 

According to Myers and Davis (2012), generational differences do not cause 

difficulties until there is an expectancy violation during intergenerational communication 

that makes one look for reasons as to why another's behavior deviates from what is 

considered normal. This information indicates that when Millennials in the Black Church 

do express concerns in generational difference, there may be expectancy violations 



21 
 
 
 

involved. Myers and Davis (2012) add that "individuals within a generational cohort 

exhibit shared attitudes, motivations, and behaviors that may not be seen in individuals in 

cohorts that precede and follow" (p. 18). Within generations certain actions may not 

appear as a violation, because as Myers and Davis (2012) put it, "their shared lived 

experiences that occurred at key developmental times give them a unique 

intragenerational/intragroup perspective" (author's emphasis, p. 8). Therefore, what 

Millennials may view as an expectancy violation from other generations in the Black 

Church may not appear to those generations as an expectancy violation and vice versa. 

Ideas concerning power, control, autonomy, and status contribute to challenges in 

intergenerational communication. Millennials tend to believe that recognition comes from 

creativity (Myers & Davis, 2012) and become frustrated when leaders do not take their 

innovative ideas seriously (Martin, 2005). As a result, they will look for other 

organizations that will hear them and allow them to make a difference (Marston, 2007).  

Millennials' overall characteristics. Over the years, researchers have also 

referred to Millennials as Gen Y, Generation Next, Nexters, Echo Boomers, the Digital 

Generation, and the Net or Web Generation (Benckendorff, Moscardo, & Pendergast, 

2010). This generation has 75.4 million members, has experienced more growth than any 

other age group due to immigration, (Fry, 2016), is the most racially diverse with 

nonwhite members comprising 43% of the generation (Cohn & Caumont, 2016), and 

comprises approximately one-quarter of the U.S. population based on information from 

the U.S. Census Bureau. Key variables help to distinguish one cohort from another 

(Burnett, 2010). For example, cohorts are fixed, whereas “generational belonging is self-



22 
 
 
 

assigned by members of the same generation, or acknowledged by members of other 

generations and its boundaries are not fixed” (Napoli, 2014, p. 184). Furthermore, 

according to Fenske (2011), cohort-group membership is involuntary, permanent (unlike 

age), and limited in number (unlike sex or race) because these groups' populations only 

decrease in size after the final year of a cohort-group (p. 22). 

Society generally considers a generation to make up a 20-year time frame 

(Twenge et al., 2010). Although there is no set time frame for each generation, 

researchers categorize these age groups to better focus their research. However, just like 

in any culture, it is important to realize that each individual has additional and distinctive 

aspects of his or her identity, as well as cultural and demographic influences, that shape 

his or her identity beyond the respective generational cohort. Considering that different 

generations experience the same events at the same time, it is the shared memory and 

understanding of those events, rather than the events themselves, that unites a generation 

(Eyerman, 2002; Napoli, 2014). This relationship to events has to do with an individual’s 

developmental stage at the time of the event (Donnison 2007, p. 4). Key historical 

moments for Millennials include "Columbine, Oklahoma City bombing, 9/11, the War on 

Drugs, the anti-child abuse movement, and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001” 

(Hlavinka, 2013, p. 41). In the United States, Millennials are the most ethnically diverse 

generation (Hlavinka, 2013), respect and value diversity and inclusion more often than 

older generations (Ford, Jenkins, & Oliver, 2011), and do not have as fixed ethnic and 

racial boundaries as older age cohorts (Howe & Strauss, 2000; Twenge, 2006; Glass, 

2007). According to Hlavinka (2013), “many Millennials are either immigrants 
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themselves or are children of immigrants…[which] may well explain why Millennials 

disregard birth and background status in favor of individual qualities and achievements” 

(p. 45). According to the Taylor & Keeter (2010), this is the most educated generation in 

history. For Millennials, parental involvement is not only high, but also welcomed 

(Rainer & Rainer, 2011; Taylor & Keeter, 2010). At the same time, Millennials do not 

mindlessly mimic the religious practices of their parents or peers (Houston, 2015).  

Millennials and religion. The Barna Group (2013), a U.S. evangelical Christian 

polling firm, reported the “5 Reasons Millennials Stay Connected to the Church” based 

on the following outcomes: 1) relational—have an adult close friend or a mentor apart 

from the pastor; 2) discernment—church teaches life purpose and ways to add value to 

society; 3) vocational—learn how gifts, passions, and career goals relate to Bible and 

God’s will; 4) missional—church supports a cause and the poor and takes mind-opening 

trips; 5) educational—receives scholarship or educational support from church. This 

report is important because it indicates possible reasons that Black Millennials stay 

connected to predominantly Black churches. However, among the top reasons Millennials 

stop attending church are feeling that the church is not relevant and they can “find God 

elsewhere” (Barna Group, 2015, para. 6). It is also important to note that Millennials 

inside of the church see and experience “some of the same challenges, questions, and 

doubts facing those outside of the church" (Kinnaman & Lyons, 2007, p. 19). This study 

explores what makes Millennials stay in the church when they see and experience these 

concerns.  
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Without two-way communication that allows them to share their ideas with 

church leaders, Millennials perceive the church "as organized religion with no sense of 

freedom or organic change" (Kimball, 2007, p. 91). Millennials desire their faith to 

permeate all areas of life, including the technological and online aspects (Posey, 2016). 

They want to feel a sense of belonging and engage in interactive relationships with a 

religious organization before embracing its beliefs (Elmore, 2010). This generation 

typically seeks to understand and view truth as subjective, in comparison to older 

generations who generally viewed truth as objective (Posey, 2016). This is especially the 

case, since Millennials can easily use technology to fact-check what they hear from their 

faith leader (Kinnaman, 2013). According to Kinnaman (2013), 14 percent of Millennials 

and 38 percent of practicing Christian Millennials fact-check statements from religious 

leaders. 

Millennial communication. Millennials also enjoy using the internet to spread 

their opinions and generate content (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010). Millennials tend to 

“respond to methods that are more horizontal and informal, rather than formal and 

vertical” (Hartman & McCambridge, 2011, p. 27). Bradley (2010) found that Millennials 

dislike one-way communication and prefer “word-of-mouth recommendations” as it 

relates to marketing (p. 22). Bradley (2010) also noted that two ways to engage 

Millennials in organizations are open collaboration and frequent exploration of new ways 

to advance. 

Greenberg's (2008) study found that most Millennials (90 percent) believe that 

their generation has a distinct culture from prior generations. This result aligns with the 
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findings of Van Dyke et al. (2007) in which participants perceived differences in the 

values, norms, and practices among generations. Millennials value meaningful 

relationships with their church members outside of weekly services (Houston, 2015). 

This indicates that surveys that simply focus on church attendance do not capture the 

depth of what church membership means to Millennials. Churches should worry less 

about new programs and technology to solve problems with reaching this generation, as 

Millennials are more concerned with talking about matters that are important to them and 

feeling as though their churches listen to them (Mosby, 2014; Houston, 2015). Lastly, 

they would rather learn through participation than in a traditional classroom-like setting 

(Novotney, 2010; Posey, 2016). 

Millennials and intergenerational communication. According to Murphy 

(2011), researchers can expect generational spanners, or those on the cusp of another 

generation, to have similarities to those from immediately preceding or succeeding 

generations, since generational groups are subjective without any definite, universal 

beginnings or ends. In the workplace, younger workers tend to perceive those who are 

older as refusing to accommodate and acting dictatorial (McCann & Giles, 2007). 

However, younger workers also tend to remain respectful, staying silent and restraining 

their opinions, while perceiving fewer problems when interacting with their peer age 

group (McCann & Giles, 2007). Biggs, Haapala, and Lowenstein (2011) also found that 

“emotional closeness between generations was strongly related to solidarity” and 

intergenerational relationships within families have a significant and many times 

unacknowledged affect on intergenerational communication at the social level (p. 1114). 
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Based on the research of Biggs et al. (2011), understanding members of generations and 

their respective positions in one setting allows researchers to view these members 

“through generational spectacles,” thus making intergenerational relations explicit” (p. 

1117).  Napoli (2014) adds that generational differences describe how each generation 

responds “to change, to generational awareness of identity and to shared narratives” (p. 

184).  

All generations value face-to-face communication in sensitive situations, with 

Millennials more open to using text messaging at all sensitivity levels and using 

technology to avoid conflict more frequently than older generations (Craft, 2011). This is 

a critical point to note, as “the supposition that Millennials are always texters and less 

adept at face-to-face conversations is misleading” (Craft, 2011, p. 96). Furthermore, 

conflict can occur when one generation’s social norms violate expectancies of another 

generation when sending a certain message, possibly leading to misunderstanding (Craft, 

2011). According to Posey (2016), considering that this generation values individuality, 

innovation, and authenticity, its members typically do not like confinement to the label 

"Millennial" or the shared characteristics of this category.  

Black/African-American communication. Race (e.g., Black), according to 

Allen (2011), involves socially constructed categories that distinguish between groups 

based on physical and biological characteristics, such as skin tone, facial features, and 

hair texture. Ethnicity (e.g., African-American) refers to "a common origin or culture 

based on shared activities and identity related to some mixture of race, religion, language, 

and/or ancestry" (Allen, 2011, p. 66). Hecht et al. (2003) offer a definition of African 
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American/Black identity and communication in their book African American 

Communication: Exploring Identity and Culture. In essence, African American/Black 

communication is "a cultural process and communication system which African 

Americans use to conceptualize their cultural identity and their intra- and inter-cultural 

interactions" (Hecht et al., 2003, p. 27).  According to Hopson (2011), Black 

communication consists of the forms, processes, and structures that govern how 

Blacks/African-Americans understand the world and navigate their interactions with 

organizations, institutions, and social structures. Hecht et al. (2003) state that "the 

attribute of shared history that is transferred inter-generationally or to new members 

distinguishes cultures from task or social groups who may not have a system of shared 

symbols, meanings, and norms, but do not have a shared and transmitted culture" (p. 29). 

This supports the argument that generational groups are cultures, and the processes and 

structures that transfer the shared history of the Black Church inter-generationally are 

worth studying. 

It was not until the 1990s that the literature began to address the relationship 

between African American identity and social interaction (Hecht et al., 2003). Molefi 

Kete Asante is considered "the founder of the Afrocentric school of thought in 

communication studies" (Anderson, 2012, p. 760). Asante's work "emerged in the 

domestic US context of the racial/ethnic formation period between 1960 and 1990" and 

highlighted the relationship between intercultural communication and race (Anderson, 

2012, p. 762). In Anderson's (2012) personal interview with Asante, Asante shared that 

"cultures should be viewed with agency and with subject responsibilities and capabilities 
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rather than as marginal to the 'European experience'” (p. 764). Afrocentricity allows 

intercultural communication to view African people and culture as equals with agency 

(Anderson, 2012). Both Afrocentric theory and African-centered theory can be applied to 

diverse cultural groups, similar to how feminist theory serves as a critical approach to 

understanding gender inequality.  

Anderson (2012) and Hopson (2011) note that post-racial and cultural studies 

scholars have criticized Afrocentric scholars and research as being racist, anti-White or 

ethnocentric. However, other scholars cite Asante and Jackson in arguing that 

Afrocentricity from a practical and theoretical perspective "is anti-oppression and is an 

intellectual movement that has created space for the international study of Africa and its 

diaspora in relation to other cultural paradigms” (Anderson, 2012, p. 765). Relevant to 

the Afrocentric Idea studies are intellectual positions such as Africology, which is “the 

transgenerational and transcontinental study of African phenomenon” and Africanity, 

which involves placing an emphasis on the “customs, traditions, and traits of the people 

of Africa and its diaspora” (Asante, 1998, p. 19).  

Theories such as Asante's Afrocentricity challenge the supposed universal 

Eurocentric philosophical assumptions (ontological, epistemological, and axiological) of 

the field and open up intercultural communication scholars to alternative worldviews and 

practices (Anderson, 2012). Intercultural communication theories allow those from 

dominant groups to understand the distinctive experiences of those from non-dominant 

groups, while noting that individuals can simultaneously have privileged and 

disadvantaged positions. As a result, intercultural communication promotes healthy 
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interactions through avoidance of making one particular culture or nation the standard for 

how other cultural groups should communicate and instead allowing all members of 

cultural groups to contribute to mutually beneficial intercultural situations.  

Hopson (2011) built upon Asante’s Afrocentric Idea to construct his African-

centered framework. Keeping in mind the severe criticisms of Afrocentricity, Hopson 

(2011) assures that the intent of African-centered theory is not to divide humankind, but 

rather to make life better for all humans. Instead of separating Black people from the rest 

of the world, Afrocentricity and African-centered theory “bridge Africa to the rest of the 

world” (p. 18). Furthermore, Hopson (2011) notes that “African-centered theory has the 

potential to empower students of all cultures” based on unity in “cultural agency and 

mutual respect for all people” (p. 18). Hopson (2011) bases his African-centered 

framework on Gray's 13 core principles: 

•! Humanizing and harmonizing: The human experience consists of a natural 

rhythm of harmony that is essential to life and “seeks to make valuable 

contributions to life” (p. 19). 

•! Primacy of African people and civilization: Acknowledge African 

civilizations and traditions as the origin of harmonious societies and 

defend the need to study them in every discipline— “particularly in 

communication and rhetorical studies which are strongly rooted in African 

traditions” (p. 19). 

•! Prioritizing the African audience: The experiences of those of African 

descent and other cultural audiences should be a key focus of education 
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(rather than on the periphery), allowing African Americans to invalidate 

any inaccuracies. 

•! Nija as theme: Use both speech and action to maintain a positive outlook 

on overcoming oppression and advancing toward freedom. 

•! The way of Heru as theme: Critical methods and mindful initiatives of 

cultural representation can restore the dignity of African descendants.  

•! Harmosis as mode: African traditions transcend time by harmonizing past 

culture with modern culture. 

•! Wholistic Afrocentric action as goal: The entire being and actions of a 

person should promote “human well-being in every sphere of life” (p. 19). 

•! The Sankofan approach: Value history as a foundation for the future. 

•! Nommoic creativity: Written and spoken words have creative and 

liberating power not limited by the English language. 

•! Maatic argumentation: Truth, justice, and harmony are interwoven into all 

areas of human life as humanity expresses what life is and what it can be. 

•! Explicit locational indicators/intentionality: Black and African people and 

ideas hold a central role in understanding the reality of the Black 

experience and obtaining knowledge of African concepts. 

•! African collective memory-perception competence: African descendants 

possess a memory of shared history, experiences, and feelings that 

contribute to a “multidimensional nonmonolithic experience. Critical 
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memory is the ability to touch, activate, and resonate with individuals and 

groups” (p. 20). 

•! Nzuri as invitation and standard: Beauty and goodness are valuable 

aspects of life.  

Hopson's (2011) chapters on gaze, voice, and space in his book Notes from the 

Talking Drum: Exploring Black Communication and Critical Memory in Intercultural 

Communication Contexts incorporate these principles. Gaze is "to see, stare, ponder, 

focus, envision, imagine, and/or examine power within social relationships," and Black 

gaze is "concerned with identity and asks how one gains power and privilege. Rather, 

how does one become White?" (Hopson, 2011, pp. 35-36). Hopson (2011) provides 

examples of vacillating between racial consciousness and visibility for moral and 

political purposes (e.g., look less like the stereotypes of Black men) and invisibility for 

self-protection (e.g., avoid contempt of colleagues who view him as consumed with race). 

While many times intercultural communication is framed positively, Hopson (2011) 

sheds light on how intercultural communication is a complex and potentially painful 

experience for Blacks (p. 45). It is through his applying the African-centered principles of 

explicit locational indicators/intentionality and prioritization of the African audience that 

individuals understand these complexities without relying on solely non-African ways of 

understanding. Finally, thematic voice addresses the "verbal and written correctives, 

reconciliation, and challenges to oppressive power” and space refers to “the ways in 

which context, situation, and environment can empower or disempower communicators” 

(Hopson, 2011, pp. 52, 70). 
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Hecht et al. (2003) affirm the need to recognize that the African American/Black 

community is not monolithic and indeed possesses cultural variations. They also promote 

an understanding of the “certain trends or commonalities" that shape how Blacks/African 

Americans view themselves and their communication (p. 89). For this study, the specific 

cultural variations I will explore include generational culture (including between older 

and younger Millennials) and gaps in the personal, relational, enacted, and communal 

layers of identity (Hecht, 1993) in relation to the Black Church. According to Hecht et al. 

(2003), in 1969 W.E.B. Du Bois "established the conceptual foundation of African 

American identity” by suggesting that African Americans possess a dual identity of both 

“American—by citizenship, political, ideals, language, and religion”—and African, due 

to historic origin (p. 75). Understanding this duality is necessary for studying African 

Americans and African American-European American relations (National Research 

Opinion Center, as cited in Hecht et al., 2003). 

Group membership is both objective (ascribed by the culture) and subjective 

(avowed), creating a dialectical tension that is usually more obvious than the objective or 

subjective aspects on their own (Hecht et al., 2003). Hecht et al. (2003) note that "the fact 

that people racially categorize (i.e., ascribe racial identities) makes it difficult for African 

American cultural identity not to be salient in intercultural communication" (p. 59). This 

statement suggests that Black/African Americans are aware of their racial/ethnic identity 

and its impact on social interactions. In addition, people may change their identities to 

align with their expectations and reasons for engaging in these social interactions (Hecht 

et al., 2003). Black/African Americans strategically balance their "collectivistic African 
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orientation" with a desire for autonomy outside of one’s culture, similar to North 

America's individualistic values (Hecht et al., 2003, p. 61). Also, the marginalization that 

Blacks face can intensify their group identity (Hecht et al., 2003). Rather than provide 

extensive details on the chronological order of historical developments of the Black 

Church and its respective denominations, this study conceptualizes the Black Church as a 

racial project in light of how it interprets, represents, and explains racial identity and 

meanings in a religious context. 

In conceptualizing the Black Church as a racial project, I draw on a tradition of 

scholarship known as critical race theory (CRT). According to Parker and Lynn (2002), 

critical race theory consists of the following three goals: (1) share narratives from the 

vantage point of people of color, (2) acknowledge race as a social construct and seek to 

end racial oppression, and (3) address other aspects of identity (e.g., gender, class) and 

relevant inequalities. Recently, scholars have taken a critical intercultural communication 

perspective, which according to Nakayama and Halualani (2011) "foregrounds issues of 

power, context, socio-economic relations and historical/structural forces as constituting 

and shaping culture and intercultural communication encounters, relationships, and 

contexts” including hidden forces of influence (p. 9). This dissertation takes on a 

phenomenological approach to share narratives of Black Millennials experiences in 

predominantly Black churches and their interpretations of their experiences. This study 

also addresses age as another aspect of identity. 

The Black Church  
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Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) describe the term the Black Church as a "shorthand 

reference to the pluralism of Black Christian churches in the United States" (p.1). Black 

denominations that make up the Black Church include Baptist, Church of God in Christ 

(COGIC), Christian Methodist Episcopal (CME), African Methodist Episcopal (AME), 

and African Methodist Episcopal Zion (AMEZ). In their analyses of the Black Church, 

some scholars include churches in historically White denominations (e.g., Presbyterian 

and United Methodist) for reasons such as the prevalence of Black members in these 

congregations (Barnes, 2005). In accordance with Lincoln and Mamiya (1990), this study 

includes anyone who is a Black Christian person in a predominantly or historically Black 

Christian congregation as a part of the Black Church. The following section explains the 

concept of “racial project” based on Omi and Winant's (2014) definition, followed by the 

conceptualization of the Black Church as a racial project. 

Racial project. According to Omi and Winant (2014), “a racial project is 

simultaneously an interpretation, representation, or explanation of racial identities and 

meanings, and an effort to organize and distribute resources (economic, political, 

cultural) along particular racial lines” (p. 125). In essence, Omi and Winant argue that 

these projects shape and link racial meanings that exist among certain discourses and 

ideological practices, as well as influence the ways in which these meanings are enclosed 

in social structures, networks, and everyday experience. Omi and Winant (2014) add that 

racial projects involve institutions and individuals, as well as macro-level collective 

action and local, everyday, and personal interactions. These local interactions can affect 

national policies and initiatives, and “projects at the national or even global level can be 
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creatively and strategically recast at regional and local levels” (Omi & Winant, 2014, pp. 

125-126). Racial projects help to arrange perceptions of race as everyday “common 

sense,” considering that race often indicates who others believe a person is and explains 

social differences, such as how people talk, their tastes in music and dance, and their trust 

in others (pp. 126-127). Omi and Winant (2014) argue that in order to discuss race, social 

structures must be a part of that discussion. For example, Du Bois (1899) identified the 

basic functions of the Black Church as promoting social engagement, modeling moral 

excellence, furthering general education, and inspiring social advancement. In addition, 

Omi and Winant also acknowledge that while race must be discussed or even observed in 

relation to social structures, an exploration of social structures is not complete without 

taking into account race. Although the Christian religion is a social structure of spiritual 

practices, rituals, rules, norms, and resoures, race locates individuals within this structure. 

In addition, Omi and Winant (2014) explain that every racial project “is both a reflection 

of and a response to the broader patterning of race in the system” and will try to replicate, 

broaden, undermine, or directly oppose that system (p. 125). One can better understand 

the concept of racial projects by looking at their history (Omi & Winant, 2014). The 

Black Church provides evidence to support why it fits the description of a racial project 

and therefore deserves further analysis. 

Interpretation. The Black Church serves as a racial project through its 

simultaneous interpretation, representation, and explanation of racial identity and 

meanings. In order to make sense of their plight, members of the Black Church 

interpreted racism toward Blacks as a sign that they were the chosen of God, an important 
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concept in Black liberation theology (Harris-Lacewell, 2007). Black Christianity is a 

distinctive theology that focuses on reconciliation and God righting the wrongs done to 

Blacks over the years (Harris-Lacewell, 2007). The need to reconcile Black oppression 

with God's love for Black people helps make the connection between Black religion and 

Black political action (Pinn, 2007), a connection that the latter part of this section will 

explore further. 

A key difference between Black and White Protestantism is a principle Black 

Americans hold that Cornel West refers to as “self-realization of individuality within 

community” (as cited in Dawson, 1994, p. 99-100). Blacks possess a collectivistic 

worldview of freedom in which "individual salvation can occur only within the 

framework of collective salvation" (Dawson, 1994, p. 100). In an analysis of Cone’s and 

Dwight’s work on Black theology, Harris-Lacewell (2007) adds that the Black Church 

has made Christianity relevant to Black Americans by acknowledging a distinct 

relationship with God found in part through African identity and “reimagining a black 

Christ who sides with African Americans as they struggle against social, political, and 

economic marginalization” (p. 186). The Black Church proposes an interpretation of 

oppression and struggle that places Blacks as the chosen ones fighting to overcome 

racism and encourages them to embrace both Christianity and Blackness in and outside of 

the church. Overall, the Black Church fosters racial and religious communal identity 

simultaneously.  

Representation. In regards to representation, Barnes (2005) states, “church 

rituals, such as songs, prayer, call-and-response and Christian symbols represent the 



37 
 
 
 

‘cultural tool kit’ local leaders use to frame social issues to encourage community 

involvement” (p. 970). She goes on to explain that spirituals were religious songs that 

helped Blacks envision freedom in a way that made liberation seem possible and more 

than a visual representation of hope fulfilled (Barnes, 2005). These types of songs had 

coded meanings during slavery that referred to slave resistance meetings or signaled an 

escape, and the songs were able to be translated to future events in order for slaves to 

know how to respond (Barnes, 2005). Spirituals as a cultural tool represented both an 

interpretation of racial meaning and an explanation for how to move forward in the fight 

for justice (Barnes, 2005). Frazier (1949) notes that Blacks in the Civil Rights Movement 

responded to violence by singing spirituals and gospel hymns that aligned themselves 

with their racial and religious heritage. This pattern of representation influenced the 

names of benevolent societies that grew out of the Black Church tradition, such as 

“Builders of the Walls of Jerusalem,” “Sons and Daughters of Esther,” and “Brothers and 

Sisters of Love” (Frazier, 1949, p. 36). These organizations not only represented a 

Christian movement, but they also represented a movement for Black Christians and the 

particular challenges they faced. Over the years, the Black Church has taken an African-

centered approach and has used these various forms of representation to prioritize the 

Black experience in a way that Pinn (2007) argues “did not allow White Americans to 

view their experience as the measuring stick for all people” (p. 224). 

Explanation. The Black Church also explains racial identities and meanings 

through various means. Pinn (2007) describes narratives, songs, and hymns as means of 

collective worship that further educated Blacks on the pathway to change. For example, 
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during the Civil Rights Movement, prayer helped to frame religious and secular events 

and confirm future actions, allowing the Black community to understand and embrace 

freedom and non-violence (Barnes, 2005). Black congregations articulate the 

relationships between religious/biblical symbols and the earthly needs of members, an 

approach which contributes to greater probability of activism in the Black community 

(Barnes, 2005). These tools helped Blacks view themselves as change agents, rather than 

as victims of White supremacy. 

Organization and distribution of resources. While the Black Church interprets 

the Black American struggle, represents unity and freedom, and explains the need for 

action in the Black community, it simultaneously organizes and distributes resources. The 

Black Church permeates and has worked in tandem with other racial projects in the Black 

community, such as the Civil Rights Movement, the Black Power Movement, and Black 

fraternities and sororities. Lincoln and Mamiya (1990) identify the Black Church as the 

“womb” of the Black community because it birthed fundamental social, economic and 

cultural institutions surrounding Black life in the 1800s and 1900s (p. 8). Cohen (1996) 

states that the Black Church also served as a “meeting space, school, healthcare facility, 

and distributor of food from slavery to Reconstruction, through the years of northern 

migration and the decades of Jim Crow segregation” (p. 382). Black churches allow their 

members to serve as deacons, evangelists, ushers, teachers, church mothers, committee 

members, and other leadership positions. This gives members a source of pride and an 

opportunity to use their talents in ways not always available at their secular jobs or in 

American society (Youngblood & Winn, 2004). These positions also provide members 
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with political and economic resources needed to navigate racist systems that oppose 

them.  

Cultural resources. Culture consists of the norms, practices, beliefs, and values of 

a particular group of people (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2012). Barnes (2007) reports that 

the Black Church has used its cultural resources throughout history "to organize, shape 

and motivate slave escapes, direct and tacit revolts, sit-ins, voting drives, freedom rides, 

economic aid and also squelch fear of lynching, beatings, job termination and death” (pp. 

972-973). The Black Church and religious music also had a significant influence on 

forming Black identity. Throughout U.S. slavery and following its abolishment, the Black 

Church preserved traces of African tribal and family activities, and spirituals became 

expressions of both desperation and faith (Wortham, 2009). According to Barnes (2005), 

“Black Church culture is a conduit between commonly held beliefs, rituals and 

experiences among African Americans and subsequent processes and plans to address 

pressing social problems” (p. 972). Barnes (2005) further notes that Black churches have 

drawn courage from their cultural tool kit and use scriptural references to remind Blacks 

of the intrinsic worth of African descendants and their entitlement to all manners of equal 

treatment. Barnes (2005) adds that tools such as call-and-response were symbols that 

served as a coping mechanism and brought people together in the Civil Rights 

Movement. By the Black Church organizing these cultural resources, church members 

and those in the Black community have been able to work toward distributing resources 

in the political realm with the necessary communal support. 
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Political resources. Transitioning from cultural resources to political resources, 

Black Church culture provides stimuli for community action through prayer groups, 

gospel music, and sermonic references to Black Liberation Theology/Womanist 

principles. In a study on the use of cultural tools in the Black Church, Barnes (2005) 

found that “sermons with socio-political undertones (i.e., focus on race issues, liberation 

themes or social justice)” correlate with church involvement in politically-focused 

activities, such as voter registration and social advocacy (p. 984). While some may not 

consider it appropriate—or legal—for churches to endorse particular parties, churches 

can endorse issues and encourage their members to be responsible citizens by partaking 

in democratic processes and deliberations (Roberts, 1975). Members can learn which 

candidates are perceived allies of the Black community, determine which candidates to 

support, and also identify other resources such as anti-drug and prison ministries, food 

and clothing banks, and youth development programs (Barnes, 2005). Previously, many 

Black churches aligned with the Republican Party simply because it was associated with 

Emancipation, until they understood the Republican Party as serving the interests of the 

dominant and wealthy (Barnes, 2005). Now, according to Harris-Lacewell (2007), 

members of Black churches are able to acquire their own political skills by “chairing 

meetings, passing motions, organizing groups and mediating competing interests” (p. 

183). 

In regards to political capital, political candidates on any level must attend Black 

worship services and interact with Black congregations in order to appeal to the Black 

vote (Harris-Lacewell, 2007). Candidates from all races must present their positions in a 
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fashion congruent with Black religious thought, using communication styles and 

language devices associated with the Black Church (Harris-Lacewell, 2007). For 

instance, Harris-Lacewell (2007) notes that Jesse Jackson's “campaign organization 

centered on black Christian volunteers, black church contact lists, donations from black 

religious services and an ideology that relied on black Christian understandings of the 

connection between the sacred and the political” (p. 180). Former President Bill Clinton 

is an example of a White candidate who understood the need for this approach as well. 

The Black Church offers the political information, interaction with elected officials, and 

guidance needed in determining key issues and allies (Harris-Lacewell, 2007). 

Considering that Black communities generally are immensely poorer than White 

communities, Harris-Lacewell (2007) affirms that the Black Church uses the 

aforementioned strategies to keep the cost of political participation from being a burden 

that leads potential Black voters to abstain from politics. Unfortunately, Harris-Lacewell 

(2007) also warns that the decline in church attendance among members of Black 

churches contributes to this high cost of political participation for Black Americans.  

Economic resources. The Black Church provides economic resources through 

financial assistance and has upheld two key components of economic advancement: 

education and the spread of information (Du Bois, 1899; Wortham, 2009). The Black 

Church has helped secure educational opportunities for Blacks after slavery ended by 

sponsoring schools, offering lecture series and tutoring services, and publishing 

newspapers and other materials to keep the community abreast on current events 

(Wortham, 2009). According to Morris (1986), the Black Church provided an 
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“institutionalized financial base” during the Civil Rights Movement, showing the 

interaction of economic and political resources (p. 4). Particular churches and 

denominations helped to identify the social class, and therefore respective economic 

resources, of its members. For example, the more affluent Blacks attended St. Thomas 

Protestant Episcopal Church, with the working class attracted to Bethel African 

Methodist Episcopal Church, and Blacks who migrated from the rural South, where 

Baptist affiliation is common, frequented Union Baptist Church in Pennsylvania looking 

for work (Wortham, 2009). Together with the cultural and political resources, economic 

resources play a significant role in Blacks' understanding of their self-worth and place in 

larger society. Overall, the Black Church as a racial project provides a network of 

cultural, political, and economic resources for those in the Black community. 

The Black Church and color-consciousness. Color-consciousness is a racial 

ideology that guides people in deciding to allow race to have a clear influence on the 

allocation of opportunities and resources (Lopez Bunyasi & Wright Rigueur, 2015). 

According to Lopez Bunyasi and Wright Rigueur (2015), “people who subscribe to a 

color-conscious ideology believe that race is an important organizing principle in the 

social and political landscape and that racism largely benefits those ascribed as White” 

(p. 179). Black Americans traditionally practice color-consciousness to support the uplift 

of the Black community (Lopez Bunyasi & Wright Rigueur, 2015), and in many ways, 

the Black Church undermines and directly opposes the hegemonic system of White 

privilege and White supremacy. 
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Lopez Bunyasi and Wright Rigueur (2015) argue that when those who align 

themselves with this ideology believe that there needs to be greater access to equal 

opportunities, they advocate for groups with certain racial identities to receive support in 

ways they think that other groups may not need. Various studies indicate that most 

Blacks consider racial discrimination against Blacks and other people of color to be a 

current issue in the United States (Lopez Bunyasi & Wright Rigueur, 2015). Since Blacks 

are considered a color-conscious group and are aware of the issue of discrimination in the 

United States, there is an indication that the Black Church may also serve as a racial 

project of color-consciousness that challenges the color-blind ideology. 

Those who are color conscious hold the practices of White supremacist ideology 

mostly accountable for discrimination against minorities (Lopez Bunyasi & Wright 

Rigueur, 2015). Youngblood and Winn (2004) report that the location of the church used 

in their study on Black Church culture was a state with more than 30 hate groups. They 

also observe that this area has a history of racist incidents at a local college and an 

abundance of Confederate battle flag and Confederate-theme products, including t-shirts 

with the slogan “I Have a Dream.” Black church members believe the use of the slogan 

was an attempt to mock Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.’s speech in support of civil 

rights (Youngblood & Winn, 2004). Although de jure segregation is now illegal, 

unofficial policies in this community create a racist secular world for Blacks to engage in. 

Rather than take a color-blind approach to this, the Black Church serves as a safe-haven 

for these individuals to interpret, represent, and explain their racial identities and 

meanings as they secure cultural, political, and economic resources in a hostile society. 
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Reflection and response in the Black Church. Omi and Winant (2014) assert 

that racial projects serve as “both a reflection of and a response to the broader patterning 

of race in the system” (p. 125). In the early 1900s, White interpreters claimed that Blacks 

were “naturally religious” and, based on their sensual and emotional composition, were 

therefore ill-fit for integration and competition in a contemporary industrial world 

(Evans, 2007, p. 801). This rationale, according to Evans (2007), “legitimized the 

oppression of blacks and limited their range of activities in a racist society” (p. 814). 

Evans (2007) also states that debates centered on whether the role of the Black Church 

was the continuation of African religion in an American context or an attempt at 

assimilation and a discarding of the peculiar and pervasive religious aspects of Black 

culture that hindered advancement. In addition, since many considered Christianity to be 

a religion passed down from Whites, “though reworked and reinterpreted for their 

circumstances,” Black clergy wrestled with the idea that a vast majority of Blacks 

practicing Christianity might indicate some form of consent of their oppression (Evans, 

2007, p. 802). Additionally, many started to believe that slavery brought about a clear 

disruption in African religious culture and community (Evans, 2007). However, Evans 

(2007) stresses that “churches and religious organizations were adapting to structural, 

social, and political transformations in black life, brought about in part by urbanization, 

and were beginning to deal more broadly with the non-religious needs of blacks,” along 

with contributing to economic and social equality, requirements for assimilation (p. 812). 

This showed that aspects of the Black Church may not only alleviate distress caused by 

racial tensions, but may also serve as a catalyst for change. 
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The Methodist Church provides an example of the influence of racial tensions that 

contributed to the evolution of the Black Church as a racial project. Northern White 

Methodists did not approve of racial equality, and the Methodist Episcopal Church split 

over the issue of slavery (Murray, 1989). According to Murray (1989), before adopting 

the name “The Methodist Church,” White members proposed a jurisdictional conference 

with five regional jurisdictions and one racial jurisdiction known as the Central 

Jurisdiction. Murray (1989) further informs that this racial jurisdiction only included all 

Black annual conferences, limiting access to Black members from other locations of the 

church, such as parts of New York and areas on the West Coast that had White annual 

conferences. The Central Jurisdiction did not gain equal treatment as the others, and 

“Black Methodists were not only administratively segregated in the most rigid racial 

structure of any American church, but there were numerous inequities in Episcopal 

salaries, travel funds, and publication coverage” (Murray, 1989, p. 58). Murray (1989) 

also reports that the case of Brown v. Board of Education further solidified Black 

Methodists’ convictions that “token and tentative steps toward desegregation were 

insufficient” and supported efforts to challenge “employment practices, redirection of 

benevolent programs, and new racial policies in all church-related institutions” (p. 59) 

Despite many Whites assuming that these Black congregants were a part of AME or 

AMEZ, Black Methodists decided not to join all-Black denominations because they 

believed in an inclusive fellowship, even though their White counterparts did not 

necessarily share those beliefs (Murray, 1989). While some denominations used the 

Black Church's racialization of Christianity to counter the idea that Christianity is a 
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White man's religion, the example of racial discrimination in the Methodist Church 

shows that Black churches create a context for White Christians to reflect on and work 

through the intersection of race and religion.  

Racialization of Christianity. According to Omi and Winant (2014), 

racialization is “the extension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified 

relationship, social practice, or group” (p. 111). Garner and Selod (2014), in their article 

on the racialization of Muslims, find that this definition restricts the application of the 

term racialization and “prevents an analysis of how racially classified groups experience 

newer forms of racism that are different from past experiences with racism” by implying 

“that racialization is only useful for groups or interactions that have previously been 

unclassified” (p. 5). Miles and Brown (2003) refer to racialization as a two-way process 

that allows groups to racialize themselves. Racialization is also something that those in 

power enact on the powerless (Garner & Selod, 2014).  

Possible motivators for racialization of Christianity by the Black Church could be 

resistance as a means to establish power or a political strategy for constructing identity 

(Garner & Selod, 2014). The Black Church comes face to face with the seemingly non-

racialized Biblical descriptions of Christianity as “neither Jew nor Greek” or available for 

“every nation, tribe, people, and tongue” and the racialized interpretation of Christianity 

as a “White man's religion.” However, the racialization process can re-racialize 

Christianity from a White man's religion to a self-realized and self-actualized Black 

Church. Some may argue that such a process further contributes to segregation, but 

considering Du Bois' (1903) image of “double consciousness,” Blacks in the Black 
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Church do not see themselves simply as Christian; instead, they read themselves through 

the eyes and mindsets of the majority population and regulate their behavior accordingly 

in specific contexts (Du Bois, 1903). As a result, one can argue that members of the 

Black Church take aspects from both Christianity and African culture, not to segregate 

from their White counterparts, but to form their own cultural identities and embrace the 

freedom found among other Black Christians, as they acknowledge the differences that 

exist with their non-Black brothers and sisters in the faith.  

Conflict and criticism. The Black Church is also an example of a racial project 

that experiences internal conflict when it comes to action. The Black community, like any 

other community, is going to experience disagreement, and what is done at the 

institutional level may not translate to the personal level. For example, mega-churches 

(typically having more than 1,000 members) that consider themselves politically active 

may only have a few members who are actually involved in politics (Wortham, 2009). 

Contrary to Black Liberation Theology, there is a more individualistic view in line with 

American culture, known as the prosperity gospel. This rapidly growing theology 

challenges the more politically active Black Liberation theologians by using 

visualization, positive confessions, faithful attitudes, and declarations to obtain financial 

resources (Harris-Lacewell, 2007). While Black Liberation Theology promotes a 

progressive political agenda, the individualistic approach of a prosperity gospel 

contributes to a more conservative political agenda (Harris-Lacewell, 2007). According 

to Smith and Tucker-Wongs, although mega-churches appear primarily in large African 

American suburban communities, they face media attention and criticism concerning 
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“whether black megachurches have effectively maintained the African American church's 

traditional commitment to an active engagement with broad black-community issues” (as 

cited in Harris-Lacewell, 2007, p. 183).  At the same time, the mega-church can improve 

political involvement through its connections and resources (Harris-Lacewell, 2007). 

Tensions between nondenominational mega-churches and traditional denominations raise 

concerns regarding the relevance of the Black Church as a racial project. Differences in 

theological frameworks (Black liberation vs. prosperity gospel) are just one way that the 

Black Church has experienced and continues to experience internal conflict as a racial 

project.  

Beyond representation and political activism, Black churches spread Black 

history, culture, identity, and purpose. This is important for generations to come and 

contributes to the enduring nature of the Black Church. Evans (2007) states that the Black 

Church is not beyond criticism of newer generations who call for practical and realistic 

benefits in exchange for church attendance, participation in religious activities, or 

engagement with religious beliefs. Although the Black Church has provided a place of 

refuge from a White paternalistic world, the Black Church does not always appear in a 

positive light or as the epitome of racial projects that advance the Black community. For 

example, Cohen (1996) discusses how Black churches opt for minimal or virtually 

nonexistent involvement in addressing how the AIDS and drug epidemics impact church 

members and their health and social concerns. Contradictions exist when gay men hold 

prominent positions in church, preaching, teaching, and singing, but the church ignores 

them and does not acknowledge their intersecting identities. Furthermore, Harris-
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Lacewell (2007) says that Black Christians view older denominations as increasingly 

irrelevant. 

Black Millennials in the Black Church. Most Millennial research focuses on 

“Caucasian students in predominately white educational institutions” (Smith & Clark, 

2010, p. 4). Not only does research need to include additional racial minorities, but more 

research also needs to emphasize the necessity of sociocultural context in generational 

research (Smith & Clark, 2010). Paying close attention to the race/ethnicity of study 

participants can help to better determine research applicability (Hlavinka, 2013). 

Dilworth and Carter (2007) tackled this challenge by comparing and contrasting White 

and Black Millennials. They found in their research on McGlynn's (2005) findings of 

White Millennial characteristics that White Millennials experience “economically stable 

conditions,” “parental indulging,” “shelter from harsh realities of life,” and a sense of 

government protection (Dilworth & Carter, 2007, p. 77). However, characteristics of 

many Black Millennials are inconsistent with these characterizations (Dilworth & Carter, 

2007). 

According to Biggs et al. (2011), “generation is experienced in immediate action 

as a phenomenological whole” (p. 1111), further supporting the phenomenological 

approach (Chapter Two) I use in this study to understand a minority group in the 

Millennial generation. Due to its creative expressiveness, preaching is a natural fit for 

Black Millennials, members of a generation that enjoys “spoken word, liturgical dance, 

PowerPoint presentations in worship, Hip Hop music, music videos, etc.” (Mosby, 2014, 
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p. 21). However, many Millennials have labeled mainline Black churches as “no longer 

being relevant, being boring, or too judgmental” (Mosby, 2014, p. 23).   

I agree with Calvin's (2013) article "Why Aren't Black Millennials Leaving the 

Church?" that possible reasons for Black Millennials to remain in the Black Church 

include the place of significance the Black Church has among the Black American 

community, more investment in church rituals and practices, and the need to worship 

where one is not a minority. This is a key observation, considering that racial segregation 

has been a part of American religion and is still present in churches today (Wunthow, 

2010). Those who desire to study Black Millennials typically must draw from broader 

national surveys like those from the Barna Group since there is such limited research on 

this demographic (Mosby, 2014; Murphy, 2011). Murphy (2011) notes that a lack of 

transparent methodology on generational research inhibits generalizability and the 

understanding of how to interpret results. A review of the literature and theoretical 

framework reveals a gap in knowledge about Black Millennials' experiences in 

predominantly Black churches, relevant to how they communicate their religious and 

racial/ethnic identity. Therefore, to explore this gap in the literature, this dissertation will 

draw on cultural identity theory and the communication theory of identity, in order to 

investigate the following three research questions and three hypotheses. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The quantitative section explores two research questions and tests three 

hypotheses (1) to understand the differences among Black Millennials who choose to 

identify with the Black Church and those who do not and (2) to shed light on Black 
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Millennials’ varying levels of ethnic and religious identity. In an effort to understand the 

relationship between categorical independent variables (e.g., gender, sexual orientation, 

denomination, level of education, Millennial subgroup, attendance at a historically Black 

college, and membership in a Black fraternity or sorority) and whether one is a member 

of a Black Church, the following research question was posed: 

RQ1: What differences exist between Black Millennials who identify with the 

Black Church and those who do not? 

Based on the literature relevant to the Black Church as a racial project, the Black 

Church serves as a place of color-consciousness, a representation of racial identity, and 

the racialization of Christianity to reflect the values, traditions, and history of the 

Black/African-American community. This indicates a strong interrelationship between 

religious identity and ethnic identity for the Black Church, which H1-H3 tested.  

H1: Black Millennials who attend Black churches are more likely to have a high 

ethnic identity and high religious identity. 

H2: Black Millennials who attend non-Black churches are more likely to have a 

low ethnic identity and high religious identity. 

H3: Black Millennials who do not attend church are more likely to have a low 

religious identity, regardless of level of ethnic identity. 

In an effort to understand the relationship between the aforementioned categorical 

independent variables of RQ1 and the levels of ethnic and religious identities from H1-

H3, the following research question was posed: 
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RQ2: What similarities and differences exist among Black Millennials relevant to 

their levels of religious and racial/ethnic identity? 

The qualitative section explores one research question with two sub-questions that 

address the aims (3) to extend the literature on member identity to a new context 

(Millennials in the Black Church) (4) to describe the essence of being a Millennial 

member of the Black Church and (5) to provide insight on inter- and intra-generational 

communication of Black Millennials in the Black Church. The communication theory of 

identity (Hecht, 1993) supports the notion that Black Millennials indeed express their 

identity in the Black Church in a variety of ways, some of which may cause discrepancies 

between and among layers of their identity. RQ3 focuses on how and why Black 

Millennials express their religious and racial/ethnic identities in the Black Church. Lastly, 

the phenomenological approach (Chapter Two) assists in determining Black Millennials' 

perceived impact of their generational cohort group and other generations on 

communicating this identity. Taking this into account, the following research question 

and sub-questions were posed. 

RQ3: How do Black Millennials communicate their identity in the Black Church 

on the personal, relational, communal, and enacted layers? 

RQ3a: What identity gaps exist in how Black Millennials communicate their 

identity in the Black Church on these layers? 

RQ3b: What role does generational cohort group play in this communication 

process? 
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CHAPTER TWO: OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The previous chapter proposed three research questions and three hypotheses. 

According to Ting-Toomey (2010), "cross-comparative etic and emic knowledge types 

are needed in order to advance the theorizing and researching process of intercultural 

communication" (p. 174). Hence, I chose to employ a mixed methods approach. Each 

method addressed separate research questions. The quantitative method addressed 

research questions and tested hypotheses relevant to characteristics associated with 

church affiliation, religious and racial/ethnic identity, and individual characteristics of 

Black Millennial participants. The qualitative method explored how Black Millennials 

communicate their religious and ethnic identities in predominantly Black churches and 

the role of generational cohort group in this process.  

This study employed a concurrent qualitative-dominant mixed methods design in 

which both quantitative and qualitative data were collected and analyzed simultaneously 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). While the quantitative method focused on three groups 

(Millennials in Black churches, non-Black churches, and no church), the qualitative 

method specifically and solely explored the experiences of Millennials in Black churches. 

Given the lack of research on Black Millennials’ experiences in religion, a 

phenomenological approach using in-depth interviews provided greater insight into this 

under-researched phenomenon and highlighted participants’ voices. This qualitative 
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method extended the quantitative data, as themes and subthemes emerged to reveal the 

descriptions and context surrounding Millennials' attitudes in religious and ethnic/racial 

communication and what they experience at predominantly Black churches. After 

consideration of the aforementioned factors, a concurrent qualitative-dominant mixed 

method design was the best choice for this mixed research methods design, allowing for 

better integration of insights and subtle meanings than either method alone could achieve. 

The Office of Research Integrity and Assurance at George Mason University granted 

ethics approval for this study on February 23, 2016. To clearly present the mixed 

methods study design, the quantitative and qualitative methods will be discussed 

separately. 

Quantitative Method: Quantitative Surveys 

Recruitment. To be included in this study, participants were required to (1) 

identify as Black/African-American and 2) be a member of the Millennial generation. 

Participants were biracial, multi-racial, Afro-Latino, and Afro-Caribbean provided that 

they view themselves as Black or African-American and U.S. citizens. I sought approval 

from three colleges: a comprehensive and public historically Black university in the 

South, a community college in the South, and a public research university in the mid-

Atlantic region. Students of all racial/ethnic backgrounds were able to take the survey; 

however, only responses for Black/African American participants were analyzed.  

Procedure. This quantitative portion surveyed three groups based on attendance: 

Black church (Protestant or non-Protestant), non-Black church (Protestant or non-

Protestant), or no church. I chose to categorize the three groups by attendance rather than 
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membership, because membership varies greatly within and among churches. For 

example, possible ways to gain membership could include being baptized, completing a 

New Members class, transferring from another church via written letter, having Christian 

experience, or simply calling oneself a member. This variation would have made 

operationalization more difficult. Therefore, Black churches were those that participants 

believed to have a congregation with 50 percent or more Black attendees. Non-Black 

churches were those that participants believed to have a congregation with fewer than 50 

percent Black attendees.  

Students were recruited through faculty and staff invitations to take the survey 

online or in a printed questionnaire format. Participants received a link to the online 

survey and were asked to complete it. Online surveys were administered via the Qualtrics 

online survey delivery system, which provided a secure server for data collection and 

storage. For those who did not have internet access, hard copies of questionnaires were 

provided. No identifying information about the participants was collected.  

Instrumentation. There were two measures used during the survey: The 

Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (Roberts et al., 1999) and the Multi-Religion Identity 

Measure (Abu-Rayya, Abu-Rayya, & Khalil, 2009).  

Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM). Phinney (1992) developed a 14-

item scale for cross-ethnic group comparisons, in order to measure ethnic identity and its 

three domains: affirmation and sense of belonging, ethnic behaviors or practices, and 

ethnic identity achievement. MEIM emerged as a 12-item scale after Roberts et al. (1999) 

conducted an exploratory factor analysis and removed two of the original MEIM's 
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negatively worded items that did not fit. This resulted in Roberts et al. (1999) 

conceptualizing the scale as comprising two factors: ethnic identity exploration (identity 

search) and commitment (affirmation and belonging). MEIM is the most widely used 

measure of ethnic identity (Herrington, 2014) and can measure items using a 5-point 

Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach's alpha for MEIM 

was .90 overall, .92 for ethnic identity commitment, and .78 for ethnic identity 

exploration, indicating acceptable reliability. 

Exploration. This factor deals with the cognitive aspect of ethnic identity. People 

search for information and experiences related to their ethnic identity (Roberts et al., 

1999). A sample item for this factor is "I have spent time trying to find out more about 

my ethnic group, such as its history, traditions, and customs, and experiences to learn 

more about my ethnic background." Two of the items on this subscale are the behavioral 

items from the original MEIM (Roberts et al., 1999).  

 Commitment. This factor is the affective and attitudinal aspect of ethnic identity. 

Commitment also involves a sense of group membership with others who have shared 

culture, history, and customs, as well as pleasure and satisfaction in the group's 

achievements and in being a part of the group (Roberts et al., 1999). A sample item for 

this factor is “I have a strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic group” (Roberts et al., 

1999). Participants were specifically asked to answer the items on the MEIM based on 

their Black/African American identity, even if they were multi-racial. This clarification 

enhances the validity of the data by ensuring that MEIM results for multi-racial 

participants were not confounded with their other racial/ethnic identities. 
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Multi-Religion Identity Measure (MRIM). Abu-Rayya et al. (2009) developed 

the 15-item Multi-Religion Identity Measure (MRIM) for cross-cultural research 

purposes. According to Abu-Rayya et al. (2009), religious identity is comprised of three 

primary factors: Religious Affirmation and Belonging, Religious Identity Achievement, 

and Religious Faith and Practices. This particular measure accounts for participants who 

have some level of attachment to a religion, but based on prior measures that focus 

primarily on religiosity would have otherwise appeared to be a part of a homogenous 

nonreligious group (Abu-Rayya et al., 2009). This scale uses a 7-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (absolutely). For those who have no religious affiliation or 

are atheists, they may select a point of 0 meaning "not applicable."  

Cronbach's alpha for MRIM was .89 overall, .85 for the Religious Affirmation 

and Belonging subscale, .84 for the Religious Identity Achievement subscale, and .92 for 

the Religious Faith and Practices subscale, indicating good reliability (Abu-Rayya et al., 

2009). Abu-Rayya et al. (2009) also found that MRIM and its subscales showed adequate 

predictive validity, with significant and moderate Pearson's correlations of .32 to .69 for 

MRIM and well-being measures. An indication of the concurrent validity of MRIM and 

its subscales was their significant and positive correlations with other religiosity 

measures, such as religiousness and attitudes toward Christianity (Abu-Rayya et al., 

2009). According to Abu-Rayya et al. (2009), researchers can apply MRIM to different 

religions because the measure does not rely on distinct aspects of a religion in order to 

understand participants' religious identity. In addition, MRIM allows researchers to 

distinguish those who sense a belonging to their religion from those who intentionally 
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enact the beliefs, values, and norms of their religion (Abu-Rayya et al., 2009). The aims 

of this study align with the recommendations of Abu-Rayya et al. (2009) for future 

MRIM research to explore the religious identity of those from diverse demographics, 

generations, and religious denominations, in order to enhance knowledge of the measure's 

psychometric properties. 

Religious affirmation and belonging. This dimension addresses the affective 

aspect of religious identity, such as satisfaction and pleasure in one's religion and 

intensity of religious belonging. A sample item is “I have a strong sense of belonging to 

my religion." The social development approach used to develop this scale accounts for 

the fluid nature of religious identity in the context of religious confines (Abu-Rayya et 

al., 2009). In addition, religious identity is neither regarded as solely objective and 

ascribed, nor is it completely subjective and avowed with no consideration for religious 

tradition (Abu-Rayya et al., 2009).  

Religious identity achievement. This dimension addresses variation in levels of 

exploration and commitment, which involve religious interest, certainty or doubt, and 

knowledge, as well as how one's religion aligns with his or her personal life (Abu-Rayya 

et al., 2009). Lower levels of religious identity achievement indicate religious identity 

diffusion, or the absence of clarity about one's religious identity (Abu-Rayya et al., 2009). 

A sample item from this factor is "I have spent much time exploring my religion such as 

its rituals, faith, morals, history, and traditions."  

 Religious faith and practices. This dimension helps to distinguish levels of 

religious identity and religiosity for the same person by assessing aspects of religious 
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beliefs and practices. The aspects of faith and religious enactment captured in this 

dimension appear throughout all religions: God, prayer, place of worship, and 

participation in religious rituals. (Abu-Rayya et al., 2009). A sample negatively worded 

item from this factor is "God is not real to me." 

Demographics. This section sought information on level of educational 

attainment, denomination, gender, church racial composition, age, sexual orientation, 

membership in a Black fraternity or sorority, and attendance at a historically Black 

college or university. Participants were asked single-item questions about frequency of 

church attendance, length of membership, family church history, and whether they hold 

any position in the church (e.g., praise and worship leader, Sunday school teacher, usher). 

Qualitative Method: Phenomenological Interviews 

According to Creswell (2012), a phenomenological study "describes the common 

meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon" 

(p. 76). This involves studying the essence of "what" participants experienced and "how" 

they experienced it (Moustakas, 1994).  In this research project, the phenomenon of 

interest to study was Black Millennials' experiences in the Black Church. During 

transcendental phenomenology, the researcher sets aside her prior assumptions and 

values participants' descriptions of their own experiences above the researcher's 

interpretation (Creswell, 2012). By seeking to understand this phenomenon from 

Millennials’ point of view, this study was able to challenge enduring assumptions 

surrounding other generations’ and larger society's views of Millennials’ experiences 

with religion. 
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In phenomenology, the researcher brackets him or herself, openly acknowledging 

any prior experiences, beliefs, or thoughts regarding the phenomenon, in order to stay 

true to the data and open a door for new insight (Creswell, 2012). I grew up in the Black 

Church, attending a Missionary Baptist church and Second Baptist church on and off 

from about ages four to six, a Full Gospel Baptist church (which later changed to a non-

denominational church) from nine to 14, and my parents' non-denominational church for 

roughly ten years afterward. Between ages six to nine I occasionally attended a 

predominantly White United Methodist church. My main experiences in the Black 

Church did not include any of the five most prominent, traditional and historically Black 

denominations. The direct experience I do have with historically Black denominations 

includes special services or coming home to visit family at either a Baptist or AMEZ 

church. Growing up in the Black Church, I understand certain nuances of the Black 

Church that someone who did not grow up with that experience may not understand. This 

is especially the case considering that I am the grandchild of a pastor and the child of two 

pastors in the Black Church, an experience distinct even for someone with extensive 

experience in the same culture. 

At the same time, because of my familiarity with these nuances, I also risk not 

seeing things the way those outside of this culture would. For this reason, I did not want 

to limit my sample population to those who grew up in the Black Church, but decided to 

expand my focus to include those who were adults before they were a part of Black 

churches. Throughout my experience in the Black Church, I have experienced the joys of 

connecting with Christian brothers and sisters who understand the challenges associated 
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with sharing the same race as me. I have heard the stories of how the Black Church 

served as the foundation for racial uplift and social justice during slavery and the Civil 

Rights Movement. However, I have also experienced hurt and disappointment and felt as 

though elders in the Black Church believe Millennials are a lost generation, rather than 

viewing us as future leaders and including us in the development of our churches and 

denominations.  Despite these feelings, I still consider myself, age 27, a Millennial 

member of the Black Church. 

I recall teaching a Bible study about five years ago in which I set up a dialogue 

about differences in generational communication. I divided the room into two groups: 

younger than 30 and older than 30. Immediately, the similarities and differences between 

the age groups became salient as each group expressed its perception of the other. The 

atmosphere during that Bible study was exciting and friendly. Although I do not 

remember the details regarding what church members spoke during the Bible study—

other than one Millennial member stating she wanted to be in the 30 and under group—I 

explicitly remember feeling like a one-hour dialogue about generational differences and 

perceptions was not enough for churches to bring about unity and understanding in a way 

that fosters genuine collaboration. My church at the time was small, so there was constant 

interaction and mentorship within and among generations. However, over the years, I 

have witnessed older members of churches continue to question or make assumptions 

regarding Millennials' participation in church and their relationships with God. Typically, 

these assumptions have been more negative than encouraging and positive, and I 

frequently wondered whether these individuals ever spoke intently with different 
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Millennials before voicing their opinions. Encountering scholarly research articles, 

magazine articles, and social media posts relevant to Millennials and their church 

experience, I grew more interested in this particular research topic. Because I truly 

desired to learn more about those in my generational cohort group and how their 

experiences in the Black Church were similar or different from my experiences, I 

intentionally recruited a diverse set of participants.  

Recruitment. I recruited participants using convenience and snowball sampling 

in three ways: 1) called or emailed prospective participants in my network who I knew 

attended predominantly Black churches and for whom I already had contact information 

2) contacted religious leaders of Alabama to connect me with Black Millennials in their 

churches and 3) used participant referrals. Participants had to attend a predominantly or 

historically Black church in Alabama. The length of church attendance varied for 

participants. Although the United States is much more religious than other economically 

advanced countries, the U.S. gender gap regarding religion is greater, with women being 

more religious (e.g., church attendance, prayer, perceived importance of religion) than 

men (Mitchell, 2016). Taking this into consideration, I intentionally recruited males for 

almost half of the interview participants to account for the male perspective on this 

phenomenon. 

A purposive sample, distinct from the sample drawn from the quantitative study, 

was drawn for the qualitative study. These individuals were 24 Black/African-American 

Millennials from various historically and predominantly Black churches in Alabama. The 

Pew Research Center distinguishes younger Millennials (born 1990-1998) from older 
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Millennials (born 1981 to 1989); therefore, this study included both generational sub-

groups, with 14 (58%) older Millennials and 10 (42%) younger Millennials. There were 

participants from each of the five historically Black denominations (Baptist, AME, 

AMEZ, CME, COGIC), four nondenominational participants, and three non-Protestant 

Christians from predominantly Black congregations. The majority of participants were 

single and with at least some college education. Table 1 presents the demographic 

characteristics of the 24 Black Millennial interview participants.  

 

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of interview participants 

  
N % 

Generational Sub-Group Younger Millennial 10 42% 

 
Older Millennials 14 58% 

Denomination Affiliation Denomination 20 83% 

 
Baptist 7 29% 

 
AME 2 8% 

 
AME Zion 3 13% 

 
CME 2 8% 

 COGIC 3 13% 

 
Catholic 1 4% 

 
Jehovah's Witness 1 4% 

 
Seventh Day Adventist 1 4% 

 
Non-denominational 4 17% 

Gender Male 11 46% 

 
Female 13 54% 

Educational Level Less than High School 3 13% 

 
High School Graduate 1 4% 

 
Some College 9 38% 

 
Associate's 1 4% 

 
Bachelor's  6 25% 

 
Master's 2 8% 

 
Professional 2 8% 
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Marital Status Single 18 75% 

 
Divorced 2 8% 

 
Married 4 17% 

Parent Parent 8 33% 

 
No Children 16 67% 

N=24 

 

Procedure. After approval from the university Institutional Review Board, I 

conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews between October 2016 and January 2017 

at the locations agreed upon by the researcher and participants, whether face-to-face or by 

phone. I informed participants that the interviews would be recorded (digitally) and 

transcribed. I notified them of their right without any penalty to withdraw anytime or 

refuse to answer any questions without penalty if they did not feel comfortable 

answering. The length of the interviews averaged 65 minutes and ranged from 50 to 117 

minutes. 

After obtaining informed consent, I asked each participant to verbally respond to 

the following key prompts/questions: (1) Please describe to me what it is like 

attending/being a part of a) your church b) your denomination and c) a historically or 

predominantly Black church. (2) What importance or larger meaning, if any, does being a 

part of your church serve in your life? (3) If you could use one word or phrase to describe 

your experience in your church, what would it be? (4) What about you would let others 

know that you attend a predominantly or historically Black church? (5) In your opinion, 

how would you describe/define the Black Church? Additional questions include whether 

participants attend the same church as their parents, whether they grew up in the 
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Christian religion and their current denomination, and whether they hold any position in 

the church (e.g., praise and worship leader, Sunday school teacher, usher). Other 

prompts/questions I asked as the interview protocol evolved included the following: 

!! How often does race or racial difference come to your mind as it relates to 

your church?  

!! How often does age or age difference come to mind as it relates to your 

church? 

!! How does your experience at your church compare to your experience at other 

Black churches? At non-Black churches? 

!! Give me an example of when you were proud to be a part of your church. 

!! When is a time you feel you needed your church the most? 

!! What examples can you give of your most positive experiences at your 

church? Your least positive experiences? 

At the end of the interview, I asked each interviewee if there was anything else 

they believed was important to share that we did not discuss during the interview. I 

transcribed all interviews verbatim; however, to clarify quotes, I removed extraneous 

phrases or pleonasm such "umm" during the coding process.  
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CHAPTER THREE: QUANTITATIVE METHOD REPORT 

Data Analysis  

All questionnaire data was entered and processed using SPSS. Once data entry 

was complete, the spreadsheet was cleaned and variable names were determined. The 

items that were reverse scored for the Multi-Religion Identity Measure (MRIM) were 

then recoded so that a score of 1 = 7, 7 = 1, 2 = 6, 6 = 2, 3 = 5, 5 = 3, and 4 = 4. The 

variable level of education was collapsed from five categories to three: Some College, 

Associates/Bachelor's, and Graduate Degree. Descriptive statistics were calculated for 

demographic items.  

For RQ1, a chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the 

relationship between background independent variables (e.g., Millennial subgroup, level 

of education, denomination, gender, sexual orientation, attendance at a historically Black 

college, and membership in a Black Greek-lettered organization) and the dependent 

variable of church affiliation (Black church, non-Black church, no church). For H1-H3, a 

one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed to examine the relationship 

between the independent variable of church affiliation and the continuous dependent 

variables of ethnic identity and religious identity. In an effort to understand the 

relationship between the aforementioned categorical independent variables and the levels 

of ethnic and religious identity, RQ2 synthesizes the results for RQ1 (chi-square test of 
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independence) and H1-H3 (one-way analysis of variance). Statistical significance was 

determined using an alpha level of .05 for all statistical tests. 

The validity and reliability of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) 

and the Multi-Religion Identity Measure (MRIM) were presented in Chapter Two. 

Responses were accepted from January to March 2017, at the end of which the survey 

was closed with 301 respondents. Of the 301 responses, 30 were deleted because they 

were not completed or participants did not specify their age. 

Results  

Descriptive statistics. Of the 271 responding to the survey, the average 

participant was 23 years old, attended a church where approximately 81% of the 

members are Black, and had at least four family members or friends who attended the 

same church. All participants indicated their gender. Females comprised 182, or 67.7%, 

of the sample, and males comprised 87 or 32.3%. In addition, participants who identified 

as Black/African American and at least one other identity, making them multiracial, 

comprised 11 of the sample, or 4.1%. Most participants (82.7%) were younger 

Millennials (ages 18 to 26), and 17.3% were older Millennials (ages 27 to 37). Table 2 

provides the demographic characteristics of survey participants.  

 

Table 2 Demographic characteristics of survey participants 
  N % 
Gender Male 87 32.3% 

 Female 182 67.7% 
Racial/Ethnic Identity Multi-Racial 11 4.1% 

 Black/Afr. Amer. Only 260 95.9% 
Millennial Sub-Group Younger Millennial 224 82.7% 
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 Older Millennial 47 17.3% 
Black Greek-Lettered Organization (BGLO)  Member 42 15.5% 
 Not a Member 229 84.5% 
Historically Black College/Univ. (HBCU) Attended 169 63.1% 
 Did Not Attend 98 36.9% 
Sexual Orientation LGBT 15 5.6% 
 Not LGBT 254 94.4% 
Level of Education High School Graduate 81 30.3% 

 Some College Credit 101 37.3% 
 Associate's Degree 13 4.8% 

N=271 

 

Table 3 outlines the religious characteristics of survey participants. There were 

152 participants, or 56.1%, who attended a predominantly Black church, 32 (11.8%) 

attended a church that is not predominantly Black, and 87 (32.1%) did not attend a 

church at all. Out of the 87 who did not attend a church, 37 (42.5%) indicated that they 

were looking for a church to attend and 50 (57.4%) indicated that they were not looking 

for a church to attend. (Church refers to a Christian house of worship). Most participants 

were either Baptist (49.8%) or non-denominational (31.9%).  

 

Table 3 Religious characteristics of survey participants 
  N % 
Religious Affiliation Christian 222 82.2% 
 Catholic 7 2.6% 
 Agnostic 8 3.0% 
 Nothing in Particular 33 12.2% 
Church Affiliation Black Church 152 56.1% 

 Non-Black Church 32 11.8% 
 No Church 87 32.1% 

Denominational Affiliation Denomination 145 68.1% 
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 AME 3 1.4% 
 AMEZ 2 .9% 
 CME 3 1.4% 
 COGIC 2 .9% 
 Baptist 106 49.8% 
 Jehovah's Witness 1 .5% 
 Seventh Day Adventist 4 1.9% 
 Presbyterian 1 .5% 
 Methodist 2 .9% 
 Pentecostal 12 5.6% 
 Assemblies of God 2 .9% 
 Other 7 3.3% 

 Non-Denominational 68 31.9% 
Size of Church (N=157) 1-50 43 23.6% 

 51-100 49 26.9% 
 101-200 35 19.2% 
 201-500 25 13.7% 
 501-1000 12 6.6% 
 1001-2000 5 2.7% 
 2001 or more 13 7.1% 

Drawn to Church of Similar Race Strongly Disagree 28 18.7% 
 Disagree 38 25.3& 
 Neutral 53 35.5% 
 Agree 13 8.7% 
 Strongly Agree 18 12% 
Attend Church based on Similar Race Strongly Disagree 37 24.8% 
 Disagree 34 22.8% 
 Neutral 51 34.3% 
 Agree 12 8.1% 
 Strongly Agree 15 10.1% 

 

Table 3 includes the results for the Likert-type scale that measured to what extent 

participants agree with the statements: "One of the main things that drew me to the 

church/house of worship I attend is that most of the people there are Black or African 

American" and "One of the main reasons I still attend this church/house of worship is that 
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most of the people there are Black or African American." Table 3 also provides the 

breakdown for the size of participants' churches, with most (50.5%) attending churches 

with 1-100 attendees at an average weekly worship service. The analysis of the data was 

grouped based on the survey questions' relationship to the following research questions 

and hypotheses. 

Research question one. The first research question asked about the differences 

that exist between Black Millennials who identify with the Black Church and those who 

do not. In order to answer the question, a Chi Square test of independence was conducted 

using the three groups for the created variable "Church Affiliation" (Black church, non-

Black church, no church) on level of education, gender, Millennial subgroup (older or 

younger), attendance at a historically Black college, Black Greek-lettered organizational 

(BGLO) membership, and sexual orientation. 

A significant relationship was found between Millennial subgroup and church 

affiliation, χ2 (2, n=271)=10.67, p=.005. The majority of younger Millennials (57.1%) 

and older Millennials (51.1%) attended Black churches. However, 25.5% of older 

Millennials attended non-Black churches compared to 8.9% of younger Millennials, and 

33.9% of younger Millennials did not attend church at all compared to 23.4% of older  

Millennials. The results of this analysis appear in Table 4. 

 

Table 4 Crosstabulation of Generational Cohort Sub-Group and Church Affiliation 
  Church Affiliation 
  Black Church Non-Black Church No Church 
Younger Millennials Count (%) 128 (57.1%) 20 (8.9%) 76 (33.9%) 
Older Millennials Count (%) 24 (51.1%) 12 (25.5%) 11 (23.4%) 
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p=.005 

 

A significant relationship was found between level of education and church affiliation, χ2 

(2, n=271)=15.28, p=.004. Those without a college degree were most likely to attend no 

church and least likely to attend a non-Black church compared to those with college 

degrees (associates/bachelor's or graduate). Those with an associates or bachelor's degree 

were the least likely to attend a Black church, and those with a graduate degree were 

most likely to attend a Black church. The results of this analysis appear in Table 5. 

 

Table 5 Crosstabulation of Level of Education and Church Affiliation 
  Church Affiliation 
  Black Church Non-Black Church No Church 
Some College Count (%) 104 (56.8%) 13 (7.1%) 66 (36.1%) 
Associate/Bachelor's Count (%) 23 (47.9%) 11 (22.9%) 14 (29.2%) 
Graduate Degree Count (%) 25 (62.5%) 8 (20%) 7 (17.5%) 
p = .004 

 

A Fisher's exact test revealed a significant relationship between denomination and church 

affiliation, p<.001. Those who were nondenominational were more likely to attend a non-

Black church. The results of this analysis appear in Table 6. 
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Table 6 Crosstabulation of Denominational Affiliation and Church Affiliation 
  Church Affiliation 
  Black Church Non-Black Church 

Denominational Count (%) 119 (90.2%) 13 (9.8%) 
Non-Denominational Count (%) 33 (63.5%) 19 (36.5%) 
p < .001 

 

Gender (χ2 (2, n=271)=2.97, p=.227), attendance at a historically Black college or 

university (χ2 (2, n=268)=2.86, p=.239), membership in a Black Greek-lettered 

organization (χ2 (2, n=271)=.904, p=.636), and sexual orientation (χ2 (2, n=269)=4.64, 

p=.099) were not significantly related to church affiliation.  

Hypotheses one through three. Three hypotheses were proposed to explore 

possible relationships between church affiliation and levels of religious and racial/ethnic 

identity. 

H1: Black Millennials in the Black Church are more likely to have a high ethnic 

identity and high religious identity. 

H2: Black Millennials in non-Black churches are more likely to have a low ethnic 

identity and high religious identity. 

H3: Black Millennials who do not attend church are more likely to have a low 

religious identity, regardless of level of ethnic identity. 

Below is a hypothesis table (Table 7) that clarifies the predicted relationships by 

comparing identity scores across groups. Based on the table, Black Church Millennials 

were expected to score higher on the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) than 

Non-Black Church Millennials, and both Black and Non-Black Church Millennials were 
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expected to score higher on the Multi-Religion Identity Measure than the No Church 

Millennials. 

 

 
Table 7 Hypothesis Table 

 Black Church 
Millennials (H1) 

Non-Black 
Church 

Millennials (H2) 

No Church 
Millennials (H3) 

Ethnic Identity Score higher on 
MEIM scale 

Score lower on 
MEIM scale 

N/A 

Religious 
Identity 

Score higher on 
MRIM scale 

Score higher on 
MRIM scale 

Score lower on 
MRIM scale 

 

ANOVA of Multigroup Ethnic Identity (MEIM) scores. A One-way Analysis of 

Variance (ANOVA) was used to examine whether participants' scores on the MEIM is a 

function of their church affiliation. The independent variable represented the three 

different types of church affiliation: 1) Black church; 2) non-Black church; and 3) no 

church. The dependent variable was participant's scores on the MEIM.  

An alpha level of .05 was used for all analyses. The test for homogeneity of 

variance was not significant [Levene F(2, 267) = .12, p > .05] indicating that this 

assumption underlying the application of ANOVA was met. Table 8 reports the means 

and standard deviations of MEIM scores. There were no statistically significant 

differences between group means as determined by a one-way ANOVA [F(2, 268) = .16, 

p = .853] (Table 9).  
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Table 8 Means and Standard Deviations of Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure Scores 
Church Affiliation n Mean SD 
Black Church 148 4.11 .64 
Non-Black Church 32 4.10 .72 
No Church 87 4.06 .65 
Total Group 267 4.09 .68 

 

Table 9 Analysis of Variance for Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure Scores 
Source SS df MS F p 
Between  .150 2 .08 .16 .853 
Within  124.24 264 .47   
Total 124.39 266    

 

Another ANOVA was used to examine participants' scores on the Multi-Religion 

Identity Measure (MRIM) as a function of their church affiliation. The dependent 

variable was the participants' scores on the MRIM.  

ANOVA of Multi-Religion Identity Measure (MRIM) scores. The test for 

homogeneity of variance was not significant [Levene F(2, 265) = .36, p > .05] indicating 

that this assumption underlying the application of ANOVA was met. Table 10 reports the 

means and standard deviations of MRIM scores. The one-way ANOVA of MRIM score 

revealed a statistically significant main effect [F(2, 265) =23.71, p < .001] (Table 11), 

indicating that not all three groups of the church affiliation resulted in the same MRIM 

score. The ω2= .144 indicated that approximately 14.4% of the variation in MRIM score 

is attributable to differences between the three groups of church affiliation.  
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Post hoc comparisons used Tukey procedures to identify which pairs of the three 

group means differed. These results are given in Table 12 and indicate that participants 

who went to Black churches (M = 5.89) did not score significantly different on MRIM 

than those who attended non-Black churches (M=5.88). However, those who attended 

Black churches scored significantly higher on MRIM than did participants who went to 

no church (M = 5.00). Cohen's effect size value for this significant pairwise difference 

was .87. Also, those who attended non-Black churches scored significantly higher on 

MRIM than did participants who went to no church. Cohen's effect size value for this 

significant pairwise difference was .87.  

 

Table 10 Means and Standard Deviations of Multi-Religion Identity Measure Scores 
Church Affiliation n Mean SD 
Black Church 151 5.89 .88 
Non-Black Church 32 5.88 .91 
No Church 85 5.00 1.14 
Total Group 268 5.61 1.07 

 

Table 11 Analysis of Variance for Multi-Religion Identity Measure Scores 
Source SS df MS F p 
Between  45.96 2 22.98 23.71 .000 
Within  256.90 265 .97   
Total 302.86 267    
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Table 12 Tukey Post Hoc Results and Effect Size of Multi-Religion Identity Measure Scores by Church 
Affiliation 

  Mean Differences (!i – Xk) 
(Effects Size is indicated in parentheses) 

Group Mean 1. 2. 3. 
1. Black Church 5.89 0.00   
2. Non-Black Church 5.88 .01 0.00  

3. No Church 5.00 .89* 
(.87) 

.88* 
(.87) 

0.00 

 * p < .001 

 

Discussion 

RQ1 asked about the differences that exist between Black Millennials who 

identify with the Black Church and those who do not? As discussed in the review of 

literature, "among Christian groups, the historically Black Protestant tradition retains the 

highest percentage of its childhood members" (Pew Research Center, 2015, Retention of 

childhood members section, para. 2). However, the results indicate that older generations 

are more likely to attend non-Black churches. One possible reason older generations are 

more likely to attend non-Black churches could be less parental influence regarding 

church affiliation. Those in the older Millennial subgroup have started their own families 

and religious traditions and possess greater agency regarding their choice of houses of 

worship in comparison to those who younger Millennials, in college, and still connecting 

with their "home churches" that may be predominantly Black. No significant differences 

in church affiliation (Black church, non-Black church, or no church) exist based on 

gender, sexual orientation, membership in a Black Greek-lettered organization, and 

attendance at an HBCU. What particularly stands out from this result is that those who 
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have membership in organizations well-known in the Black community (fraternities, 

sororities, and HBCUs) are not more likely to attend Black churches than those who are 

not a part of such organizations.  

H1 and H2 were not supported, as church affiliation did not relate to significant 

differences in levels of ethnic identity. However, H3 was supported because those with 

no church affiliation had lower levels of religious identity regardless of their level of 

ethnic identity. Black church attendees and non-Black church attendees had no significant 

differences in their level of religious or ethnic identity, but both had significantly higher 

levels of religious identity than those who had no church affiliation. These results align 

with the Pew Research Center's finding that religion is less important to religiously or 

church unaffiliated Blacks in the U.S. when compared to Black members of Catholic 

churches, historically Black Protestant churches, and mainline and evangelical Christian 

churches (Liu, 2009).  

At the same time, Black/African Americans overall and members of historically 

Black Protestant congregations are among those most likely to say religion is very 

important in their lives in comparison to the rest of the United States (Liu, 2009). In 

addition, there was no significant difference in the level of religious identity for those in 

Black churches or non-Black churches. One possible reason for this lack of difference 

could be that, since Blacks are highly religious and most of the participants had at least 

visited Black churches often under age 18, childhood involvement in the Black Church 

played a role in them maintaining that religious identity despite any change in affiliation 

to non-Black churches. 
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RQ2 asked about the similarities and differences that exist among Black 

Millennials relevant to their levels of religious and racial/ethnic identity. The review of 

literature notes how the Black Church can serve as a place of color-consciousness, a 

representation of racial identity, and the racialization of Christianity to reflect values, 

traditions, and history of the Black/African-American community. However, based on an 

analysis of the quantitative data, those who attend a Black church have no significantly 

higher levels of ethnic identity than those who do not, and those who participate in other 

Black organizations, such as BGLOs and HBCUs, do not differ significantly in whether 

they attend a Black church or non-Black church. However, levels of religious identity are 

higher for those who attend church (whether a Black church or non-Black church) when 

compared to those who do not attend church. 

According to Wormald (2015), historically Black Protestant churches have 

experienced stable attendance in membership and no increase in racial and ethnic 

diversity between 2007 and 2014. Also, 94 percent of the members in historically Black 

churches are Black/African American, three percent are Latino, two percent are White, 

and approximately one percent are Asian or Other/Mixed (Wormald, 2015). Since older 

Millennials are more likely to attend a non-Black church, they might desire greater 

diversity and inclusion in their churches and choose to attend non-Black churches as a 

reflection of that desire. These findings may suggest that, for Black Millennial 

participants, a commitment or sense of belonging to one's ethnic identity and a desire for 

racial/ethnic diversity in one's worship experience are not mutually exclusive. 

Interestingly, participants with more education are more religiously involved and more 



79 
 
 
 

likely to attend a Black church. Research indicates that those in the United States with 

higher levels of education are more likely to be religiously unaffiliated, and Blacks with a 

college degree are less likely to attend a Black church than Blacks with less education 

(Wormald, 2015). However, this study's finding regarding level of education and church 

affiliation suggests that among Black Millennials, more education is not necessarily 

indicative of less religious affiliation. 

According to Lipka (2015), older Millennials and younger Millennials both had 

six percent of their respective generational subgroup populations attending historically 

Black churches. In addition, older Millennials (34%) were slightly less religiously 

unaffiliated than younger Millennials (36%) (Lipka, 2015). The results of this study 

might indicate a divergence in views and preferences, considering that younger 

Millennials and Millennials with no college degree, on the other hand, chose to attend no 

church or predominantly Black churches. This finding suggests that Black Millennial 

participants who are younger or do not have a college degree, and choose not to attend 

Black churches, are more likely to choose to not attend church than to attend a non-Black 

church. Essentially, those who are younger and in college stay attending the type of 

church with which they may be familiar: predominantly Black congregations. As a result, 

they are not necessarily following trends of becoming religiously unaffiliated, but rather 

becoming church unaffiliated, opting for "no church" before attending a non-Black 

church.  

Based on the results of the quantitative data, ethnic identity and membership in 

other Black organizations does not have a significant relationship with church affiliation. 
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However, taking into account the relationship between religious identity and Black 

church affiliation, there is evidence to support that religious identity relates more closely 

to church affiliation than race/ethnicity does. The qualitative method examines the ways 

in which Black Millennials communicate their religious and racial/ethnic identity and 

sheds light on the prominence of religious identity in comparison to ethnic identity as it 

relates to Black church affiliation. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: QUALITATIVE METHOD REPORT 

 

Data Analysis 

This section addresses how I used Moustaka's (1994) data analysis technique to 

explore my third research question and accompanying sub-questions. 

RQ3: How do Black Millennials communicate their identity in the Black Church 

on the personal, relational, communal, and enacted layers? 

RQ3a: What identity gaps exist in how Black Millennials communicate their 

identity in the Black Church on these layers? 

RQ3b: What role does generational cohort group play in this communication 

process? 

I used Moustakas's (1994) modification of Colaizzi's (1978) phenomenological 

method to analyze participants' entire transcripts. According to this method, the 

researcher reads over the transcripts and may listen to the audio multiple times to get a 

thorough sense for and familiarize herself with the data (Moustakas, 1994). The 

researcher then pulls key phrases that form meanings and exemplify participants' lived 

experiences and assigns these phrases conceptual codes, or labels (Moustakas, 1994). For 

this study, the unit of analysis (or meaning unit) was each response to a question, whether 

a sentence(s) or paragraph. Afterwards, according to Moustakas (1994), the researcher 
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provides a structural description by looking at how (setting and context) the participants 

experienced the phenomenon. The researcher then refines coding by grouping related 

concepts into themes based on the thematic salience criteria (Moustakas, 1994). In this 

study, more than half of the participants had to report a similar experience in order to 

reach sampling sufficiency and saturation. Next, secondary analysis requires defining 

themes by identifying those characteristics that make each theme distinct, while keeping 

in mind the relationships between and among themes (Moustakas, 1994). Lastly, to 

ensure thick and rich description, the researcher identifies which quotations and ideas 

best exemplify the theme and its properties and catch the essence of the experience 

(Moustakas, 1994). I labeled themes in vivo as much as possible, coding and analyzing 

data concurrently and iteratively during data collection.  

I used both an inductive and deductive approach. The deductive approach came 

from the two theories (cultural identity theory and the communication theory of identity). 

An inductive approach was also necessary because it allowed the data to drive the coding 

process beyond the initial theoretical constructs. 

Verification techniques. I used verification strategies throughout the research 

process to minimize threats to validity and reliability and to correct both the direction of 

the analysis and the development of the study as necessary. These strategies include what 

Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, and Spiers (2002) refer to as investigator responsiveness, 

methodological coherence, as well as sampling adequacy and saturation. Investigator 

responsiveness consists of an openness and sensitivity to the evolving needs of the 

research project and a willingness "to relinquish any ideas that are poorly supported 
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regardless of the excitement and the potential that they first appear to provide" (Morse et 

al., 2002, p. 18). For example, the original wording of the interview protocol heavily 

emphasized "the Black Church" or "a Black church" without explicit focus on 

participant's experiences at their own churches. I based this wording on the assumption 

that all participants knew what "the Black Church" meant, had similar definitions or 

interpretation of "the Black Church," or viewed their experience in their own churches as 

synonymous with all experiences in predominantly Black churches. However, within the 

first six interviews it became apparent through the extended pauses and expression of 

confusion regarding my meaning of "the Black Church" that the need of this project 

evolved. Several participants had never heard to the term "The Black Church" or felt that 

they did not know what the term meant.  

Taking this into consideration, I realized that it is in fact participants' experiences 

with the churches they attend, or have attended, that makes up their perception of the 

overall body of Black churches. Since all qualitative research participants attended 

predominantly Black churches, they were already a part of what Lincoln and Mamiya 

(1990) would consider "the Black Church." Therefore, I decided to start with a personal, 

local level of understanding before asking participants to discuss their perceptions of 

Black churches as a whole. Methodological coherence exists between the research 

question and method used (Morse et al., 2002), as phenomenology's primary data 

collection method involves interviewing participants who have direct experience with the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2012). As a way to minimize my inferring too much, I moved 
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beyond bracketing my experiences to include member checking as a way to serve as “an 

occasion for extending and elaborating the researcher’s analysis” (Bloor, 2001, p. 393). 

Owen's (1984) criteria for thematic saturation includes recurrence, repetition, and 

forcefulness. Recurrence indicates reports of similar, salient meanings even when the 

wording used to describe those meanings differs (Owen, 1984). Repetition is an extension 

of this and occurs when participants use the same explicit words, phrases, or sentences to 

describe a meaning (Owen, 1984). According to Owen (1984), forcefulness refers to 

"vocal inflection, volume, or dramatic pauses which serve to stress and subordinate some 

other elocutions in the oral reports," as participants make sense of the phenomenon and 

emphatically describe aspects of its occurrence (pp. 275-276). For this study, the 

existence of a code, rather than frequency, is what counted toward saturation and theme 

development, to avoid assumptions that all codes had equal value or complementary 

views (Creswell, 2012). I was also concerned with the valence of terms (positive, 

negative, or neutral) and adjectives that participants used to describe the contexts and 

situations surrounding their experiences. One distinct case appeared in the data and shed 

light on how theological differences and denominational practices can influence inter-

generational communication and the ways in which Black Millennials communicate their 

religious and racial/ethnic identities. This distinct case appears separately in the 

discussion section. 

Findings 
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RQ3: How do Black Millennials communicate their identity at 

predominantly Black churches on the personal, relational, communal, and 

enacted layers? 

The following section includes descriptions of themes and subthemes, as well as 

relevant interview quotes, in order to address Research Question 3. It is important to note 

that the layers of identity are indeed interdependent. However, for the purposes of this 

study, I chose to analyze them independently by layer, with acknowledgement of the 

ways in which they connect with other layers. As a result, although I separated many 

themes into the four identity layers, a theme primarily relevant to one layer (e.g., personal 

layer) may connect to an aspect of another layer (e.g., enacted). For Research Question 3, 

Table 13 provides the meaning participants ascribe to authenticity for each layer, along 

with the relevant themes and subthemes. 

 

Table 13 Themes and Subthemes for Identity Layers 
Layer Meaning of 

Authenticity 
Theme and Subthemes 

Personal "I am a Christian first" 
 

!! Sound Doctrine 

Relational "I am a brother/sister 
in Christ first" 

!! "Comes as You Are" 
!! Relationship with the Pastor 

Communal "I am a member of the 
Body of Christ first" 

!! "It's Really Not about Race" 
!! Family 

o! Fellowship 
o! Support 
o! Community Outreach 
o! Church Membership 
o! "Finding your niche" 

Enacted "My actions are to 
please Christ first" 

!! Intentions 
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The overarching message participants provided during their interviews was the 

value of authenticity (the core of who one really is, including one's purpose and making a 

difference in the world) in their religious identity throughout all identity layers. In 

addition, participants viewed themselves as protectors of authenticity, which aligns with 

Giddens (1991) statement that "personal growth depends on conquering emotional blocks 

and tensions that prevent us from understanding ourselves as we really are" (pp. 78-79). 

Research Question 3 and its sub-parts help to provide insight as to what authenticity for 

each identity layer means to participants, how identity gaps threaten that holistic 

authenticity in identity and create internal tensions, and the ways in which these gaps 

occur in the context of inter-generational communication, more specifically with older 

congregants. 

Personal layer. The personal layer forms based on how people view themselves, 

or their avowed identities, and addresses self-concept, self-image, and self-cognitions 

(Hecht, 1993). Participants view authenticity on the personal layer as prioritizing their 

Christian identity above all aspects of their self-concept. According to Hecht (1993), the 

personal layer provides motivation and expectations for all other layers, and Giddens 

(1991) notes that "to be true to oneself means finding oneself, but since this is an active 

process of self-construction it has to be informed by overall goals—those of becoming 

free from dependencies and achieving fulfilment" (p. 79). As a result, participants desire 

consistencies in authenticity among their identity layers and strive to maintain these 

consistencies. 
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Interviewees also acknowledged an appreciation for the rich Black culture and 

practices that permeate Black churches and resonate with the Black/African American 

experience. For example, there are certain preaching topics regarding the struggles 

Blacks face (e.g., discrimination, police brutality) that pastors of other races may not be 

able to delve into as deeply as a Black pastor due to lack of personal experience. In 

addition, one nondenominational participant noted that being religious has been passed 

down through generations of African descendants. This participant described how "even 

from the earliest African-American church that was built by slaves," no matter what type 

of tragedy or disaster, Blacks "pull together and rally around their pastor," "don't give up 

easily," are "very prayerful," and say "Just give it to God. He'll make a way" even when 

they do not understand their circumstances. He views this legacy as a form of resilience 

and as a positive trait of his racial/ethnic identity and his membership in a predominantly 

Black congregation. 

Although they acknowledge and even embrace their Black/African American 

identity, participants prefer to focus primarily on their religious identity and their role in 

the Body of Christ (Christians, or followers of Jesus Christ, across the world). To clarify, 

religious identity refers to participants' personal relationships with God and Jesus Christ 

more than the rituals and practices of Christianity and their denomination. The emerging 

theme of the personal identity layer is sound doctrine. 

Theme: Sound doctrine. Participants made it clear that even if they have not 

attended seminary and probably do not study the Bible nearly as often as their pastor, 

they know when a message lacks biblical substance and is meant to make the 
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congregation "feel good" rather than inspire sincere change. Several participants shared 

how they would rather hear a message that makes them feel uncomfortable but challenges 

them to live better lives than a message that entertains. The most ideal sermons are those 

that speak directly to their situations and needs, and the majority of participants shared 

that they expect and even require sound doctrine from the pastors they follow. To 

participants, sound doctrine comes directly from God and is not based on man's opinions; 

therefore, being a "Christian first" means following the teachings of Jesus (enacted layer) 

as is written in the Bible, not based on man's preferences (relational layer). In addition, 

sound doctrine challenges participants to live holy lives once they leave the church 

building. Participants repeatedly shared that another reason they go to church is for a 

"word," meaning a scripture-based message that fits their exact situation, includes sound 

doctrine, and appears to come directly from the Lord. At these churches, the pastors 

preach the messages biblically, without equivocating or trying to appease the 

congregation’s feelings. A Baptist participant provided the following example: 

When a situation comes in your life, you'll know how to go about it because he 
preached a word about how to go about and how to counter that situation. So, 
after I kept on hearing them talk about how good [the pastor's messages] were, I 
had to go see it for myself...He doesn't sugar coat nothing in the Bible. He 
preaches exactly what’s in the Bible. He doesn't change any words. He doesn't sit 
up there and try to make you feel better. If he sits up there and preaches 
something and it’s a verse where it’s saying something about a certain situation, 
he’s going to preach about it and try to relate it to reality, but not try to make you 
feel good. If you feel that he preached something to make you feel bad, or that 
stepped on your toes or it offended you in some type of way, it’s not something 
intentional. It’s something that God wants him to preach. 
 

This participant values sound doctrine so much as a Christian that he was drawn 

to visiting a church based on that one characteristic, even if the pastor said something that 
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offended him or made him uncomfortable. This finding indicates that participants may 

not be content with simply saying they are Christians, but desire to understand the Bible 

in a way that helps them to display Christian values in specific areas of their lives. In 

addition, the participant values maintaining an authentic Christian identity over his 

personal feelings or self-image.   

Relational layer. In this layer, identity forms based on interactions with others 

and a person's ascribed identity (Hecht, 1993). Before personal preference or prejudices, 

even before biological family, participants view themselves and others as brothers and 

sisters in Christ. For the relational layer, authenticity occurs in one's interactions with 

others and means saying what is on your mind, dressing how you want to dress, accepting 

others for who they are, not being ashamed of your mistakes, and being aware of people 

you encounter who are not genuine. Interacting with caring members helps to make this 

possible. 

For those participants who have family present at their church, family members 

make up the primary relationships, followed by the pastor. Most interactions with people 

from their churches occur at their respective weekly worship services, and minimal 

interaction takes place outside of church or the day of worship, except for the times of 

relating to family members or the pastor. Out of the four layers, the relational layer 

(followed by the communal layer) is the one in which participants mentioned the most 

instances and descriptions of (inter)generational communication. Therefore, the findings 

for RQ3b will delve into the relational layer more deeply. Below, I focus on the two key 

themes for the relational layer: "Come as you are" and the relationship with the pastor. 
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Theme: "Come as you are." "Come as you are" is a theme repeated across all 

interviews. It indicates participants' desire and expectation to be able to come to church 

exactly how they are—attitude, physical appearance, personal struggles, and all—without 

the fear of judgment or feeling the need to hide their identity. One non-denominational 

participant shared how her church members were so kind when she had her daughter 

outside of marriage that she did not feel compelled to leave the church out of shame. Her 

relationship with church members who viewed her as human made her feel welcomed 

and accepted without judgment for her decisions.  

Despite participants' desire to come to church just as they are, labels that others 

ascribe to them can make authenticity more challenging. A CME pastor's wife shared 

why she does not like the title "First Lady": 

Honestly, I don’t like it and the reasons are for me, it boxes you in and you almost 
have to walk this very fine perfect line. If I’m not okay one Sunday I come to 
church, I want to feel like I’m not okay and that I don’t always have to keep it 
together. That if I'm in a bad mood and I have a bit of an attitude I want to be able 
to have that and not feel like I always have to keep my face on...It’s a lot of 
pressure.  
 

According to this participant's statement, a "come as you are" approach means 

coming with your avowed labels and being free from the pressure of those labels ascribed 

to you. For example, she added that she prefers the title "Mrs." instead, because it allows 

more room for other aspects of her identity, such as wife, mother, daughter, sister, and 

teacher. Since participants believe that the "Christian first" aspect of their identities 

should permeate all aspects of their lives, they dislike labels that confine them and keep 

them from addressing the multi-faceted ways in which God can move in their lives.  
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In addition, part of interacting authentically with others is discerning others' 

intentions. Interactions with others reveal and even reflect one's relationship with God. A 

21-year-old COGIC female explained this notion: 

I would [describe my church as] "the real deal." Church is where you really truly 
see who an individual is. You kind of get the real deal, if they believe every word 
of the Bible. They live it, you can see it in them every day, and then you see the 
ones who are constantly at the altar. They are probably faking it at times with fake 
tears, and they are there for show. 
 

According to this participant, authenticity means "the real deal," which includes 

behaving consistently and in harmony with one's beliefs, without the need to display false 

emotion. Sound doctrine relates to the aforementioned quote through this participant's 

view that those who believe "every word of the Bible" will consistently behave in a 

manner that aligns with the Bible. Consistency means not to fake one's emotions in order 

to impress church members, but to live so that others can see one's Christian beliefs 

enacted every day. 

An example from a 29-year-old Baptist woman shows how participants discern 

between those whose actions align with their belief in scripture and those who do not. 

She shared how her wearing an "unusual" hairstyle to church was her way of using a 

"come as you are" approach and how it led to her experiencing both genuine and 

inauthentic responses to her outward appearance:  

Sometimes in the fall or in the winter, I would wear different color wigs and I 
wore a blue one to a church. When I met the mother of the church or etcetera, she 
was looking like she was so offended by my hair she barely wanted to speak to 
me. It was all over her face. I mean, she barely gave me a church pat hug. Like 
she didn't want to be around me because my hair was blue. And she was all up for 
[the hug], because I was a few rows behind her. She was all up for it until she 
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turned behind and realized that the person they wanted her to meet was me...I 
have no idea, and I really wish I knew... 
 

In this situation, the participant experienced someone who was not genuine. The 

church mother originally wanted to exhibit loving behavior through a hug, until she 

realized who it was she was about to hug (the woman with the blue hair). To the 

participant, this meant that the church mother only wanted to follow God's command to 

love everyone as long as "everyone" meant those with her preferred physical appearance. 

Afterward, the participant met someone who she did perceive as genuine: 

One reaction to my hair did surprise me. Because I like wearing all Black. I had 
all Black and my hair was blue and she didn’t judge me for it, but she made sure 
to sit me down and pull me aside to talk to me, because I think she just wanted to 
make sure I was ok. Because she had never seen anybody, she told me, with blue 
hair. So I appreciate it. I got the sense that as I was talking to her that that’s why 
she pulled me aside. Not to talk about me, but to really see if I was okay, because 
she noticed I didn’t talk to anybody when I came in, nobody was talking, nobody 
greeted me. That I kind of kept to myself. So I think she was just, she probably 
thought something negative, but instead of judging me for it, she just pulled me 
aside to just have a conversation with me, and it seemed once she realized that 
I’m not just some dark, depressed little weirdo [laughs], everything was ok. 
Usually those responses are rare, I find. They’re very rare, which is also 
disheartening. 
 

To this participant, authenticity in the relational layer can mean working through 

uncertainty and initial impressions about someone—as the second lady did— to come to 

a more accurate understanding of their avowed identities. She appreciated others asking 

her how she views herself, rather than making assumptions about her character based on 

hair color or style of dress as the church mother did. While aspects of outer appearance 

may reflect her inner personality, this participant believes that they do not define or 

encapsulate all she is as a person and Christian.  
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Another 18-year-old Baptist described being a "preacher's kid" by stating that 

"They think that me and my brother are perfect little angels or they think that we never 

make mistakes or anything like that. And that’s not true because nobody’s perfect.” To 

participants, being authentic does not mean being without flaws or mistakes, but rather 

being able to acknowledge their imperfections without shame. Authenticity happens with 

the outward appearance (e.g., attire, countenance, conversation), as well as the internal 

aspects of a person (e.g., attitude, mistakes).  

While members of the church offer support and someone to confide in, 

participants know that it is ultimately God who supplies all of their needs. This 

perspective helps participants sustain their relationship with God through knowing that 

He is faithful, even when members of the church disappoint them. Furthermore, it is 

through their relationships with their pastor that participants know how to be authentic 

outwardly (relational, communal, and enacted layers) and internally (personal layer). The 

following theme explores this relationship. 

Theme: Relationship with pastor. The most clearly mentioned or defined 

relationship participants addressed was their relationship with their pastor. One pastor 

shared the following: 

With most folks with an issue, they call me or they call their pastor...Whereas 
most people need to come to a person to sort of facilitate certain kinds of things 
that they have, my needs are really driven and supplied by God, so I don't really 
look to the church for much sustenance.  When I am broken down, it's typically 
because I need God. (CME, age 31) 
 

As evidenced in the quote above, the pastor serves as someone who assists in 

strengthening the relationship between the people and one another, as well as the people 
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and God. Participants expressed great joy in having pastors who they could call whenever 

they needed wisdom or guidance, run ideas by them, or go to their house for dinner. At 

the same time, according to the quote above, while pastors lead their members and point 

them to God, they are still brothers and sisters in Christ who need God also.  

Participants view their pastors as relatable and not allowing their title to hinder 

their relationship. Six participants were related to the pastor through marriage or as their 

child, and eight had relationships with their pastors because their family members 

(parents in particular) were friends with the pastor or were on the church's leadership 

team. However, one 31-year-old Seventh-Day Adventist participant expressed 

disappointment in the pastor not knowing her name or her not having yet met the pastor's 

wife. She had been attending her church for almost half a year during the time of the 

interview and felt that even in a congregation of 200 people, someone should have made 

an effort to get to know her by now, a positive trait of predominantly Black churches she 

attended in other regions such as the Mid-Atlantic or the West Coast: 

If you consider from August to January, at this point, there should be people when 
I walk in that I know by name and I don't know anybody's name. From August to 
now, I should know who the pastor's wife is. I don't know his wife.  You know, 
things like that, it's so new to me. I like the church but I don't know what the time 
frame is [for how long I'll stay], but I wake up on Sabbath and I know where I am 
going to for right now...When I don't go to church I feel spiritually deprived. Yes, 
I can listen to all the music I want, my husband and I pray together, pray with our 
girls, we do what we can on our own, but still feel like there is another level. I 
have never been to theology school, seminary or anything like that, so I know my 
level of understanding it's definitely less than those that lead, who have studied 
and we have trusted that they are imparting the truth to us and so, I live for that.  I 
am not the one that my pastor whatever he says is. I'm not that person, but I do 
embrace the pastor as a leader of the flock and you know using my own judgment 
in my everyday life.  
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Based on the Seventh-Day Adventist participant, the pastor, his wife, and the 

members did not extend the desired welcome to her family. In addition, while she knows 

that she can pray and seek God on her own, interactions with her pastor and congregation 

keep her from feeling spiritually deprived and are what keeps her attending the church. 

The pastor connects and represents God and the congregation to the participants and also 

sets an example for how members should interact with those in the congregation. In other 

words, participants' interactions with their pastors (relational layer) connect their 

relationship with God, or their "Christian first" identity (personal layer), to their role in 

the Body of Christ, or to their membership in their local church (communal layer). For 

participants, authenticity indicates genuine and thoughtful interactions with good 

intentions. The relationships participants have with their pastors are important because 

through this close relationship with their pastor, participants have someone who can show 

them and hold them accountable to God's standard through preaching sound doctrine and 

serving as an example of what prioritizing one's Christian identity looks like. Without 

this relationship with the pastor, participants like the Seventh-Day Adventist woman may 

question how much longer they can attend the church. 

Communal layer. The communal layer involves informal or formal 

organizational membership and interactions with groups of other individuals who share a 

similar identity (Hecht, 1993). In regards to authenticity, participants view where they 

attend church as a reflection of themselves. As a result, they want their churches to be 

authentic, just as participants view themselves as authentic. Hence, avowed and ascribed 

labels relevant to their local church matter to them. While participants view themselves as 
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a family member of the Body of Christ and their local congregation, they do not sense 

that same connection to the Black Church, or collective body of predominantly and 

historically Black churches across the United States. The following two themes and five 

subthemes that emerged explain this dynamic. 

Theme: "It's really not about race." Participants expressed a strong disdain for 

using the term "Black Church" or emphasizing race over religion. A 26-year-old 

nondenominational worship pastor explained how his conversion to Christianity changed 

his outlook on race as it relates to his religious identity: 

Once I really surrendered my life over to Christ, it became apparent to me that it's 
really not about race. It's not about race. It's about a brother and sister regardless 
of their color, regardless of where they came from. Their background. Because 
you're a new creature. The Bible teaches us that you're a new creature in Christ 
and that's why I really don't really view it as a Black and White thing. You know, 
I view it more so as a Christ follower or worldly, carnal, sacred. You know, 
because if you're a White person or a Black person, if you're a brother and sister 
in Christ you're more than welcome in our house [of worship]. 
 

This participants' statement shed light on how authenticity sometimes is a process 

that involves a change in perspective, as it was not until he really surrendered his life and 

became a "new creature" that he realized that understanding who is a Christian is more 

important than understanding who is of what race or background. Once again, the sound 

doctrine that drives the "Christ first" and "Brother and Sister in Christ first" notions of 

authenticity among the personal and relational layers also drives the communal layer; in 

order to align with the teachings of the Bible, participants cannot avow to a communal 

identity that excludes others by race. 
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 A CME female participant, age 31, shared that there is "a continuing divide of 

church and Black Church, because you don’t hear any other church related to race other 

than the Black Church.” Her view was that God does not separate his children based on 

race, so being of a particular race is not what makes you a Christian. This view applies to 

all churches, regardless of racial composition: 

We really got to get out this mindset that we have to be I guess the Black Church. 
I mean, we’re the Body of Christ and shouldn’t be divided by race, and I feel like 
and this is just my opinion, that if you’re in the church and you’re in a mixed 
community and only one race. And this isn’t just at Black churches, this is 
predominantly White churches too. If you’ve only got one race at your church 
something is wrong. (29-year-old, Baptist, female) 
 

A 27-year-old COGIC female participant believes that there is only one race: the 

human race or God's race, meaning children of God. Participants perceive the emphasis 

on race as not just a preference, but a mindset others have that should go away. One 23-

year-old AME minister even stated that he prefers to say "Afrocentric" churches rather 

than Black churches. The following is his explanation of how "Black" emphasizes color 

and "Afrocentric" emphasizes African heritage: 

My mother never taught color so therefore, I don't see color. So I don't call people 
"Black"...I'm not that kind of person, so I don't like to refer to church as "The 
Black Church" because if you read your bible, there's no such thing as a "Black 
church," a "White church." There's a "predominantly Afrocentric church" or a 
"predominantly White church," "Caucasian church." But yet, I would call it the 
Afrocentric church because it's not really—there's no difference between this 
church because the Bible says church should be a representation of what heaven 
should be and there's not going to be a  "Black section, no "White section, no this 
section, this section. I just call it the "Afrocentric church" because that's what 
people- they want to call it "The Black Church." My pastor called it the "the 
Black Church" on Sunday. I said "Pastor, don't call it the Black Church. Call it 
'the Afrocentric church' because it's not that it's a Black or White church because 
that's putting it into colors." We say Afrocentric. That's more so what we do and 
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how we act because we are African Methodist Episcopal, so therefore, I just say 
the "Afrocentric church" because that's more of our heritage. (LT, AME, age 23) 
 

His preference for identifying his congregation as an "Afrocentric church" rather 

than a part of "The Black Church" exemplifies Wholistic Afrocentricity, or the idea that 

the entire being and actions of a person should promote dignity of African descendants 

(Gray, 2001; Hopson, 2011). Based on this participant's perspective, not emphasizing 

race promotes dignity of African descendants by creating space to honor their religious 

and ethnic heritage in a way that does not exclude individuals through labels that 

emphasize the color of one's skin. His response of "I don't see color" also indicates a 

color-blind ideology that runs counter to the traditional color-conscious ideology, which 

guides Blacks in the belief of allocating opportunities and resources based on race (Lopez 

Bunyasi and Wright Rigueur, 2015). Furthermore, this participant does not perceive race 

as having any necessary influence on the allocation of spiritual opportunities and 

resources ("there's not going to be a 'Black section,' no 'White section' [in heaven]"). 

Authenticity to him means acknowledging his African heritage in a way that is biblically 

sound and therefore inclusive to all races. For him to verbally express this stance to his 

pastor indicates his conviction in this belief. 

My initial reaction when hearing Millennials express such a disdain for the term 

"The Black Church" was the desire to ask "Well, what else would you like to call it?" 

However, after re-reading the transcripts and taking time to listen carefully to 

participants, their answer was very clear: there is the body of Christ, and congregations 

that happen to be mostly Black, but the pressure to label a church based on its race alone 
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is not only unnecessary, but not inherently biblical. God does not exclude people based 

on their race or age. 

Only five participants indicated that they think about race often. Of these five, 

two indicated that race comes to their mind often because they love attending a 

predominantly Black church and plan to continuing attending Black churches. Three 

participants indicated that race comes to their mind often because they want to see more 

racial/ethnic diversity in their congregations. The 19 other participants shared that race 

typically does not come to mind in regards to their thoughts about their churches until a 

particular event or occurrence triggers fleeting thoughts regarding race and racial 

difference. The reason for this is that participants want others to praise God and 

experience the same joy they have in their congregations, regardless of race. For 

example, there may be a White visitor at the church, or as an AME participant described 

a celebratory event in which professionals from across the state representing several 

races/ethnicities come to their church to build relationships with the church community.  

Although "it's really not about race," that does not mean participants never 

consider it an important factor in their church. All participants added that they would be 

happy to see more people from other racial backgrounds attend their church. Those who 

thought about racial difference the least often came from churches with a more diverse 

racial make-up (only approximately 60% of congregation is Black) and interact often 

with congregants from other races, serving on committees together or interacting as 

friends even outside of church.   
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Theme: Family. Participants repeatedly used "family" and "home" to describe 

their experiences and interactions at their church. Twenty-three of the the 24 participants 

mentioned growing up with their family attending church. All participants indicated a 

familial-type bond with church attendees and members from at least one of the 

predominantly Black churches they have attended. Part of the reason is because 

participants identify as Christians, and therefore perceive themselves as a part of the 

"Body of Christ." Taking this identity into account, participants once again emphasized 

that it is about their unity in Christ, not their Blackness, that is most important and creates 

this familial bond. This bond provides support through acknowledging and celebrating 

accomplishments and praying for Millennials, and accepting them for who they are. Five 

sub-themes emerged that illuminate the theme of family. 

Subtheme: Fellowship. Fellowship includes hugging and holding conversations, 

and participants perceive smaller churches as offering more opportunities to create this 

intimacy. Intimacy for participants means really getting to know others for who they are, 

allowing them to know you for who you are, and having the opportunity to be vulnerable. 

Food is a central aspect to fellowship and the communal layer of predominantly Black 

churches as a sense of family. Food sets the tone for church members to hold 

conversations and feel comfortable discussing their lives. Church-goers gather around 

meals after special services (e.g., Youth Day, Choir Day, Church Anniversary, Pastoral 

Anniversary), or in some cases after each church service. Around the meal table, people 

feel more comfortable discussing topics more in depth or asking personal questions and 

can interact with each other more freely than when seated in service. Mostly, participants 
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view food as a positive but not entirely necessary component to fellowship, bringing 

people from all generations together.  

Two participants expressed concern about congregants' intentions when it comes 

to fellowshipping with food. While they view it as a bonding experience, they believe 

that others desire food for more personal reasons. For example, a 21-year-old male AME 

Zion participant said "One thing you will probably hear…will there be food? And it’s just 

like, well dang.  Is it about the food? Or is it about the food that you want to come to the 

church or listen, enjoy, rejoice and everything like that?" In addition, a CME female 

participant, age 31, expressed disappointment in church members eating most of the food 

and taking the rest of the food home after a special event. She described what led to the 

pastor's decision to stop serving food after service, as well as how the members 

responded:  

[At our church, the pastor] has afternoon programs where food is going to be 
served.  You would have thought that Hitler had come, and I just could not 
understand why.  Go home and eat and come back.  Right? And not even that you 
prepare the food. Then the people that are a part of the church take most of it 
home! So then the guests don't have enough food.  That has been my experience 
here. [So we cut out after-service meals] because of that, and it happened multiple 
times.  And I think one last time... literally food was being packed up left and 
right and my husband was embarrassed. 
 

For these participants, food connects people by drawing in guests and helping 

members maintain current relationships at church. However, when church members 

prioritized eating, became irate about having to prepare their own food, or took the 

guests' food home, participants realized that their understanding of the purpose of food 

was not the same as their fellow congregants. The AME Zion participant views food as a 
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part of listening, enjoying, and rejoicing with his brothers and sisters in Christ. However, 

church members (communal layer) focused on personal desires for food and did not 

match participants' intentions (personal layer) of the role of food in serving (enacted 

layer) and fellowshipping with others (relational layer). 

Subtheme: Community outreach. When asked the interview question "Can you 

share any examples of a time when you were proudest to be a part of your church?" most 

participants responded not with what their church did for them, but with what their 

church did to serve the community and what individual members did selflessly to put 

others' needs before their own. This includes missionary trips abroad or door-to-door 

evangelism. Three participants noted that they were proud of their respective churches 

expanding to multiple locations to make access to their church more convenient for those 

in their communities. A CME pastor expressed pride in having one of his members 

donate a television to raffle off to raise money for ministering to young people in the 

summer. Another member at his church wrote a check immediately after hearing about 

the need for a cart in the sanctuary to hold the church's new big screen television for 

Bible study when the roof leaked badly and made mounting the television difficult. He 

explained that to him these initiatives signified that the church family truly supported the 

vision he set.  

In participants' words "The building is not the church. We are the Church." The 

church is tangible, meaning made up of people who can help support the community with 

their actions. It is the people that make an impression on those in the community in a 

greater way than the outside or inside of an edifice can. A Church of God in Christ 



103 
 
 
 

participant, age 21, told how her church's community outreach made her understand the 

role of the church: 

We had a young mother who lost her home and she had small children. We came 
together as a church to help raise money to get them a place, help with getting her 
work and making sure that the children were taking care of. As a family we kind 
of showed her that she wasn't alone in the process. I guess it made me feel like 
church was more than, yourself as an individual, as if it revolved around you. I am 
not the only person around here. There are other people who understand that other 
people have struggles and you come together when your brother or sister in Christ 
is in need.  
 

According to Sarason and Sarason (2009), "a sense of community support evokes 

the perception of forthcomingness and willingness to help on the part of various types of 

institutions and organizations and those who staff them" (p. 116). This perception can 

equip recipients of social support with a shield from rising stress levels and fear of failure 

(Sarason & Sarason, 2009). In addition, those who provide support "derive personal 

meaning by virtue of the contributions they make to others and provider-recipient 

relation" (Sarason & Sarason, 2009, p. 118). As stated earlier, participants view their 

churches as a reflection of themselves, which means community outreach is an extension 

of how participants desire to make an impact in the world. This explains why this 

participant also stated that this form of community outreach was one of her proudest 

moments as a member of her church. Community outreach represents authenticity 

because it is not about the appearance of a building but about how Christians can actually 

make a difference in the community rather than speaking false promises about doing so.  

Subtheme: Support. Participants indicate that they need support in multiple areas 

of their lives, including but not limited to physical health, emotional support, education, 
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and spiritual growth. Participants desire to be vulnerable about the challenges in their 

lives. It is life's struggles that make us human and connect people from different walks of 

life, and participants faced a baby daughter's illness, fear of passing a test after staying up 

all night to study, loss of a loved one, and more. Prayer and comfort in the form of 

physical presence (e.g., hugging, standing alongside a fellow congregant, coming by to 

check on the person) are key aspects of this subtheme. For example, an AME Zion male 

participant expressed that if he can just visualize himself in church praying, he felt more 

confident taking his high school and college exams. According to Mikulincer and Shaver 

(2009), mental representations of groups, institutions, and spiritual figures "can serve as 

internal sources of protection, support, and encouragement" (p. 9). 

Whether fellow members reach out to help, or participants ask their church for 

help, support from church family, especially in the form of prayer, shows participants that 

their fellow members actually care, understand what they are going through, and can 

even relate. Relevance is important to authenticity because it shows that participants and 

their church can empathize with one another. Hearing others' testimonies about how they 

made it through difficult circumstances "reminds you why we believe [in our faith] when 

you see it in action" (Seventh-Day Adventist, female, age 31). Lastly, participants 

appreciate consistency in the support they receive: 

They told me that they would keep on praying for me, and they checked on me to 
make sure I was doing all right. Almost every time I came to church they asked 
me how I was feeling.  Did the doctor say anything? I told them no they haven’t 
said anything and they were just like well, we pray he says something and finds 
out what's wrong with the root cause of your pain so you can stop having pain in 
your chest and you can start feeling better and stuff like that. So they were always 
asking me. Every time I came to church they were always concerned.  They 
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would never sit up there and not ask me one time since I've been at the church 
how everything was going. They always come and checked on me.  
 

According to Burleson (2008), emotional supportiveness plays a vital role in 

relational and group interactions. However, good intentions are not enough to ensure 

effective support; people must discern what to say and what not to say (Burleson, 2008). 

An effective way to show support is through person-centeredness, which "reflects the 

extent to which messages explicitly acknowledge, elaborate, legitimize, and contextualize 

the distressed other’s feelings and perspective" (Burleson, 2008, p. 208). He did not view 

his church's actions as invasive, but he described the situation as a time he needed his 

church the most and they were there for him. Church members acknowledged (asked for 

updates on his condition), elaborated (hoped the doctor "finds out what's wrong with the 

root cause of your pain"), legitimized ("so you can stop feeling pain...and start feeling 

better"), and contextualized (through prayer) how he felt. Consistency over time shows 

participants that their church actually cares about them, who they are, and how they are 

doing even when it is not Sunday service or choir rehearsal. This expressed concern 

strengthens their relationship with their church and their pride in possessing an identity as 

a church member.  

Subtheme: Church membership and baptism. Based on a 19-year-old female 

AME Zion participant, just as participants have desires for what a genuine relationship 

with their church looks like ("It’s important to be a part of a church where I’m being 

spiritually fed [sound doctrine]"), their explanations of the church membership process 

revealed that their churches also have expectations of them in regards to authentic church 
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membership ("hopefully serve" and "we hope to see more of you"). The results from the 

interviews indicate a variety of ways to become a member and confirm my decision to 

change the survey to asking participants about attendance instead of focusing primarily 

on membership. For example, transferring membership from another church via letter, 

going through a new members class, coming to the front of the church to accept an end-

of-service invitation to join, getting baptized, and testifying of one's own prior Christian 

experience are all possible ways to join a church. Having family present can also have a 

positive impact on the membership process. According to a 25-year-old Baptist 

participant: "By my family members already being a part of that church, it made [joining 

the church] easier for me to do the process also.”  

Furthermore, participants indicated what drew them to looking for a "church 

home" (another indication of the communal layer): searching for answers to life's 

questions and gaining support, as well as a warm and welcoming environment. Accounts 

of joining their respective churches include emotion, such as "an unexplainable feeling" 

where one participant "heard God calling me and He’s like 'It’s time.'" (Baptist, age 18, 

male). Joining a new church also came with "a responsibility that if you’re absent people 

notice or if you don’t participate in certain things people notice because you’re a 

member" (AMEZ, age 19). This suggests that membership is not only about a personal 

feeling of a communal bond, but the expectation that one will enact certain behaviors to 

solidify that bond. Overall, participants noted that the membership process is about 

understanding the heart of their local church (e.g., its values, mission, vision, and 
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spiritual beliefs) to see if the core of their church matches the essence of who they are as 

a Christian. 

Subtheme: "Finding your niche." Fourteen participants indicated a time in which 

their interests and skill sets matched the areas in which they served, were asked to serve, 

or desired to serve. Tying back to their belief in one "Body of Christ," they believe that 

their actions and gifts impact others and are a part of their service to God. Participants 

also made clear connections between their everyday lives and their participation in their 

churches. For example, a 25-year-old Baptist participant shared how he is "becoming a 

teacher, [and] having that connection with students, in the classroom, in the community, 

and now at church" is important to him. Another participant (Church of God in Christ, 

age 21) shared that she "did a lot of videoing and audio growing up, so when I realized 

my church had a media ministry, they kind of drew me in, because it's seen as if this is 

something I know, something I am comfortable with, something I should be doing here." 

Lastly, two male Baptist participants reported how they play for their school's marching 

band and are musicians at their church.  

For participants, finding their niche is two-fold: they learn more about their 

purpose in life, and they understand their place in their spiritual family, or their local 

church body.  When participants find their niche, then their spiritual calling and secular 

vocation or service come into agreement. A CME pastor (age 31) wants others to find 

their niche in Christianity and ministry:  

I'm in the transition of my preaching style and really reaching younger people and 
making this a place where at least the preaching moment which I am responsible 
for more is like a buffet where everybody can eat and be satisfied...I hope to be 
preaching a universal message. The younger people have been seeing this in the 
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last couple of weeks, and I started this [new preaching series] on this second 
Sunday in January and there has been a positive feedback. 
 

The communal aspect of finding one's niche also relates to the enacted layer of 

one's identity. As the pastor's statement shows, he takes seriously the idea that the 

preached message should be one that has depth and satisfies everyone. Part of this 

participant finding his niche in preaching is tailoring his messages to fit the vocations, 

callings, and places in the lives of his congregants. The pastor is not only focused on a 

"practice what you preach" approach (matching his actions to his beliefs and sayings), but 

also a "preach what you practice" approach as a way to encourage other Millennials and 

younger people to also find biblical guidance and support for whatever they do or face, 

just as their pastor does. In addition, his actions are inclusive, since he desires for a 

universal message that benefits and meets the needs of all congregants. His 

acknowledgement of his perception that the congregation appreciates the seriousness of 

his preaching demonstrates that he values others' input on how his actions make an 

impact on those he leads. Relevance between the preached sermon and lived experiences 

of members helps them to enact their religious identities and strengthens a community of 

people to enact their religious identities in the secular world around them. 

Enacted layer. The enacted layer aligns with performed behavior, such as 

clothing attire, speech, and other actions and deals with observable acts relevant to one's 

identity. Authenticity for the enacted layer means that one's actions are to please Christ 

first. Therefore, participants serve regardless of what they are going through (e.g., 

frustrations in ministry, negativity) because they believe their goal is to serve Christ first. 
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Sound doctrine is an underlying theme of this layer because participants focus on acting 

in ways that exhibit godly principles found in the scripture. Out of the 24 participants, 20 

explicitly referenced or paraphrased scriptures to elaborate or accompany a part of their 

interview. Two themes emerged for this layer. 

Theme: Intentions. Another theme that emerged was participants' intentions for 

enacting certain behavior. For example, one key reason participants attend church is to 

grow closer to God, according to a 31-year-old male Catholic participant:  

I have been at this church for a number of reasons: to get my kids embodied in 
church, to strengthen my faith, to get the good teachings for that particular 
Sunday... not meaning that you’ve got to go to church to get [to heaven] but if you 
want to understand and get closer to God, you have to listen to the word. 
 

For this participant, coming to church is not about him getting to heaven, but 

about how he can be a better person on earth and father to his children so that they can 

grow in the church. However, even when participants enact their religious identities with 

good intentions, they still encounter those who doubt their motives. A Seventh-Day 

Adventist participant said that when others question the purpose of her religious actions, 

she responds without offense: 

It’s all biblical principles of course and the interpretation is individual, but they 
definitely teach the principles that guide the faith...So, Sabbath for us means we 
are not doing any work from sun up to sun down. On the Sabbath day we believe 
in resting, and to the general people who [are like] yeah you all can’t do this and 
you can’t do that, I hear those kind of things and it makes me feel like a lot of 
times that peoples' comments are coming from a misinformed place.  So, I don’t 
get offended. It’s like oh you really don’t understand. It’s a sacrifice, and to me 
the sacrifice is for a good reason.  See, I understand the sacrifice and to me it’s 
biblical. I have heard everything in the eleven years in the faith. Oh no. No way. 
I’ve got to eat my pork. To me, you don’t need pork. It hasn’t made me question 
my belief system at all. 
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Sound doctrine, along with an understanding of the purpose of an action, provides 

good reasons for her to follow the principles of her faith. This keeps her from the 

distractions of those outside of her faith who might want her to think her religious 

behavior is unnecessary or too extreme. Those who disagree or do not understand her 

intentions are misinformed, or without sound doctrine. In addition, it is all right if 

following her faith's principles is not immediately or apparently rewarding, because she 

acts out of sacrifice, trusting that God ultimately knows what is best for her (e.g., not 

eating pork). Others may view her following her faith's principles as restrictions imposed 

upon her, but she views it as a sacrifice she freely gives to God with an understanding of 

the purpose. Knowing not only the purpose of one's religious actions, but also the 

purpose of one's life, helps participants to authentically enact their religious identities. 

According to Giddens (1991), "personal integrity, as the achievement of an 

authentic self, comes from integrating life experiences within the narrative of self-

development: the creation of a personal belief system by means of which the individual 

acknowledges that 'his first loyalty is to himself'" (p. 80). Participants prioritize their 

religious identity and seek its continual prioritization and permeation throughout all four 

layers of identity. As a result, they view themselves as Christians first and value sound 

doctrine as a way to ensure their avowed identity matches the Bible's ascribed 

characteristics of a Christian. In the relational layer, participants view themselves as 

brothers and sisters in Christ first and value a "come as you are" approach and their 

relationship with their pastors as a way to bridge their personal and communal layers 

through interpersonal communication. In the communal layer, participants view 
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themselves as members of the Body of Christ and their local body, or congregation, but 

not as a part of the Black Church because "it's really not about race." They experience 

this communal bond through fellowship, support, community outreach, and church 

membership. Lastly, in the enacted layer, participants view themselves as acting with 

intentions of pleasing Christ first in a manner that follows biblical principles and allows 

them to find their niche in their church families. By prioritizing their religious identity 

along all layers of identity, participants are able to communicate and experience what 

they believe is the essence of being a Millennial in predominantly Black churches: 

authenticity. 

RQ3a: What identity gaps exist in how Black Millennials communicate their 

identity in the Black Church on these layers? 

Identity gaps occur when there are discrepancies within and among layers (Jung 

& Hecht, 2004). To participants, authenticity symbolizes a lack of gaps and a relationship 

with Jesus that unifies all four layers of identity. Purpose draws participants to continue 

going to church, but personal-relational and personal-enacted gaps in particular tug at 

them to leave the church. According to Giddens (1991), "if we ignore our inner 

experience, we are condemned to repeat it, prisoners of traits which are inauthentic 

because they emanate from feelings and past situations imposed on us by others 

(especially in early childhood)" (p. 79). When a church does not meet participants' needs 

for authenticity, they also consider leaving or not joining a church. However, having 

someone faithful (e.g., pastor, church mentor) in their lives helps them to have a more 

positive experience. The relational and communal layers illuminate the situations in 
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which participants feel inauthentic due to others' impositions. Table 14 labels four 

identity gaps, along with a description and relevant themes. 

 

Table 14 Identity Gaps and Relevant Themes 
Identity Gaps Description Relevant Themes 
Personal-
Relational-
Enacted 

When I act in ways that conform 
(enacted) to the views of judgmental 
others and what they think I am or 
should be (relational), I feel 
inauthentic because I am not true to 
myself. 

•! Hypocrisy 
•! Tradition 

Personal-
Enacted 

When I do things (enacted) out of 
obligation, without purpose or 
relevance to my life, without clear 
and biblical guidance, or according 
to rules and norms that restrict my 
free expression and worship, I no 
longer feel authentic (personal). 
 

•! Obligation vs. Choice 
•! Caught vs. Taught 
•! Constraint vs. Freedom 

Personal-
Communal 

I am Black/African-American 
(personal), but I do not see myself as 
a part of the collective body of 
historically or predominantly Black 
churches (communal). 
 

•! "It's Really Not about Race" 
•! Black-White Dichotomy 

Personal-
Communal-
Relational-
Enacted 

Even though I view myself as a 
Christian first (personal), my 
attendance at a predominantly Black 
church (communal) leads others 
(Christians or non-Christians) in my 
personal life to assume that I do not 
welcome other races to my church 
(relational), which makes inviting 
those of other races more difficult 
(enacted). 
 

•! "It's Really Not about Race" 
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Personal-relational-enacted gap. When participants act in ways that conform 

(enacted) to the views of others and how they think participants should be (relational), 

participants feel inauthentic because they cannot be themselves (personal). Transition 

provides a key context for a personal-relational-enacted gap. A Church of God in Christ 

participant shared about leaving the church when she felt shame after becoming pregnant 

outside of marriage. She recalled sitting down one day and thinking, 

No ones perfect, you know. Just go back. There is nothing anyone did to you.  
You stopped going [to church] because of you, because of how you felt. So I had 
to change my way of thinking and just realize that my babies are blessed and 
nothing’s going to change that.  So, you actually need to be in church because 
that’s what’s going to actually help you...So, I didn’t have an issue with anybody 
in the church. 
 

By her leaving the church, she was allowing what she believed others thought 

about her (relational layer) to dictate the enacted layer of her religious identity. She 

originally did not respond with the same "come as you are" approach as the non-

denominational single mother did. Instead, the Church of God in Christ participant posed 

a threat to authenticity because she acted to please herself by avoiding shame, but not to 

please Christ first by attending church. Once she realized this, she returned to church, 

because she believed continuing to attend despite being a mother without a husband was 

her authentic Christian self.  

According to Giddens (1991), transitions play a significant role in self-

actualization, and the sphere of intimate relationships "is accepted as highly important to 

the self" (p. 79). Transitions vary in impact on a congregation and can appear in several 

ways. For example, communal transitions can include a church split, typically due to 
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disagreements among influential members in the church. Relational transitions can 

involve a pastor leaving due to the denomination transferring him/her to a new location. 

Personal transitions can involve elevation from lay membership to church leadership, 

growing from a child or teen to an adult in the church, or changing from a 

nondenominational church to a denomination (or vice versa). Transitions in enactment 

can include changes in the style or order of a congregation's worship service.  

Regardless of the type of transition, each transition involves moving from familiar 

experiences to unfamiliar ones, and participants view transition, whether positive or 

negative, as something to which they should adapt. A CME participant, age 31, shared 

how the only other Millennial member of her church responded to the possibility of the 

denomination transferring her pastor (also a Millennial) to a new location: 

I asked her what are you going to do if we were to be transferred.  She said I’m 
leaving…and I told [the pastor]. I said if we don’t get young people in this church 
and get this place alive, they’ll lose the only other one that comes constantly.  
There are a few that come in and out like we had some today, but they are not 
consistent. She’s the only one that is consistent, but she is working today which is 
why she is not here.  She is here every Sunday on time, she supports every event 
we have, she’s typically the only young adult here, when we have a Saturday 
event, and when we leave she’s leaving…. and that was heartbreaking because 
she was here before we got here.  
 

For this participant, she has no choice in her family's transfer to a new church. 

However, she also knows that her transferring will negatively impact the relationship she 

has with another Millennial, because the "only [other Millennial] that is consistent" in 

attending church will no longer attend church faithfully (e.g., come on time, support 

events). The participant described this possible situation as "heartbreaking," considering 

that the other Millennial was a member before she arrived, and that would mean her 
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actions would hinder somebody else's religious identity (enacted—not attending church, 

communal—removal of church membership, relational—less interaction with church 

members). A heartbreaking situation like this would not appear authentic to the 

participant's identity, because it would mean that enacting her religious identity by 

transferring to a new site would hinder someone else's religious identity. 

Theme: Hypocrisy. In interacting with those at Black churches, participants 

realize there is hypocrisy that occurs when church members appear to abide by Christian 

principles at church or in religious settings (mainly through conservative attire), but do 

not always act accordingly in public or outside of the church service (e.g., gossiping, rude 

behavior, cliques):  

I’ve worked in a business where I’ve dealt with money, and I’ve had people who 
were supposed to be pastors, preachers, go to church every Sunday curse me out 
about a dollar or something. (35-year-old Baptist female) 
 

A Church of God in Christ (age 19) participant shared how her family stopped 

attending their old church: "My family, we all left. The pastor had some marital problems 

or something going on and my parents really weren't agreeing with it." For this 

participant, her pastor's actions were not a reflection of her family's values. A 

disagreement involving members' expectations and the pastor's decisions indicated 

diminished authenticity in the member-pastor relationship, leading her family to distance 

themselves and transition from the church she grew up in to a new church in the area. 

This finding also suggests that when others are not authentic, this can impact the ways in 

which participants must enact their identity. 



116 
 
 
 

Furthermore, those who display hypocrisy to participants expect them to comply 

with legalistic requests and ascribed labels. People "expect you to live a holy life, but the 

things that they’re teaching or trying to tell you, they’re not doing themselves" (AME 

Zion, female, age 19). When participants witness church members, especially leaders, act 

one way among congregants and another way in the community, they begin to question 

the sincerity of their actions and whether they want to associate with such members. As a 

result, participants either leave the church or find it more difficult to enact requested or 

required church practices because they start to question church members' intentions. As 

stated previously, participants view the church as a reflection of themselves, and when 

members of the church do not reflect an authentic holistic relationship with God that 

permeates all layers of identity, participants consider distancing themselves from the 

local body.  While participants described their churches as supportive, familial, 

welcoming, friendly, or even sometimes judgmental and hypocritical, it is the 

interpersonal interactions with individuals at the churches that establish these descriptors 

in participants' minds. 

Nevertheless, this level of intimacy also contributes to new people feeling 

excluded. Recall, for example, the Seventh-Day Adventist participant who expressed 

disappointment in how after six months, no one from her church had reached out to get to 

know her, or the participant with the blue wig who faced judgment on her first visit at a 

new church. Those participants who reminisced on times when they first visited 

predominantly Black churches without their family or friends present tell a different story 

of facing suspicion, intimidation, intrusiveness into their private lives, and less warmth 
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and personable interactions, despite being of the same race as the members. This 

discrepancy in the welcoming of current members versus the disregarding of newcomers 

creates an obstacle to Millennials experiencing the desired familial bond with their fellow 

Christians, because of some churches' lack of willingness or desire to fully embrace new 

visitors. Lastly, judgment involves looking down on participants because of their young 

age, marital status (i.e., divorced or separated), and style of dress and also creates 

obstacles to the communal layer of familial Christian identity in predominantly Black 

churches. 

Personal-communal gap. Participants are Black/African-American (personal), 

but do not see themselves as part of the collective body of historically or predominantly 

Black churches. Participants indicate that at non-Black churches, a "Christian first" aspect 

of the personal layer seems to be a more acceptable or common view of themselves in 

comparison to predominantly Black churches, which participants believe tend to place 

more emphasis on race. In essence, participants are fully aware of their Black/African 

American identity and appreciate being a part of congregations where most of the 

members who are present understand the challenges and victories of those from the same 

race, yet they intentionally highlight their Christian identity first:  

I guess [the Black Church] is a deeper connection to our experiences as African-
Americans and the way we interpret the Lord’s message, linking the Lord’s 
message to our history and our experience of being Black men and women. 
Relaying things we’ve overcome, things we’ve struggled with, and the history 
that has gone on in our communities in a godly manner… [At a non-Black 
church] I don’t think there will be a deep insight. Maybe some things will be 
addressed, but I don’t think it would be addressed in the same way. A White 
pastor may bring up certain issues maybe different from how a Black pastor might 
have. If you have a Black pastor talk about the murders of African-Americans, 
they’re going to probably deliver it in a more personal manner than maybe a 
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White pastor. Both of them can connect on the fact of, you know, they can both 
be fathers or something, but I guess it would be something different having a 
Black pastor, having his son be a Black man and have his interpretation of the 
situation. 
 

For this participant, having a White pastor would not disqualify that person from 

preaching about the problems Blacks face; however, this participant is also aware that the 

interpretations and narratives of a White pastor would most likely differ greatly from 

those of a Black pastor. A 35-year-old Baptist participant shared her thoughts on the role 

of race in her religious experience: 

You do want to be able to relate to those around you and you know I think 
sometimes in mixed race churches, they do lose that a little bit, but to me, you 
know, as long as everybody believes in the same God and we’re worshipping in 
the same manner, then I don’t think [race] plays that big of a part. (Baptist, age 
35) 
 

There is a desire to relate to those from the same racial group, but that does not surpass 

Christian identity in importance. When church leaders do discuss race, participants desire 

discussions to be in a context that does not exclude those from other backgrounds yet 

does not ignore the congregants' lived experiences in society. Participants deal with a 

constant tension of wanting to fellowship with those of all racial/ethnic backgrounds on 

the basis of Christian faith and still desiring a congregation that understands their 

struggles as Blacks and African-Americans from a Christian perspective. 

Theme: Black-White dichotomy. Despite participants expressing such disproval 

with emphasizing race, a Black-White dichotomy emerged based on participants' 

responses. To elaborate, "non-Black churches" equated to "White churches" or simply 

"White or other churches" with little to no explicit acknowledgement of other 
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races/ethnicities. When exploring racial differences, participants focused heavily and 

more explicitly on their interactions with those of the racial majority or dominant race 

(i.e., White). This could be a reflection of living in a state where according to the U.S. 

Census Bureau (n.d.), as of 2015, 69.5% of Alabama's population is White, 26.8% is 

Black, and less than 6% is of another race/ethnicity. In addition, the state's history of race 

relations (e.g., Alabama serving as a key state in the Civil Rights Movement against 

racial discrimination) particularly highlights interactions between Blacks and Whites 

more than interactions with other races: 

I mean that’s my ultimate goal as long as my husband is in ministry, is that we 
have interracial communication with each other. He’s a part of the [organization] 
and this is everyone from you know, Black, White, Mormon, Jews...not only do I 
notice race, but I notice it more in the CME church, than I ever noticed in the 
Baptist church and I will tell you why...  What I notice in the CME church, most 
of our churches were United Methodist churches that left [due to] "White 
flight"— they left the area and gave us their buildings. This is one of them. So, 
when they realized that this area was turning Black, they left and gave us these 
churches. That is when I notice [race] the most. When I think about where all of 
our Black churches are and most of them were United Methodist Churches that 
left the area. (CME female, age 31) 
 

Although this participant wants Christians and religious others from various 

groups to unify, she also looks at the history of her church and denomination and 

experiences a personal-communal identity gap: Even though she prioritizes her religious 

identity over her racial identity, racial divides (i.e., "White flight") can keep people from 

fellowshipping with her religious organization due to the organization having 

predominantly Black members. This makes authentically interacting with her non-Black 

brothers and sisters in the Body of Christ more difficult and provides the context for 

when her racial identity is most salient in her mind. 
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Personal-communal-relational-enacted gap. Even though participants view 

themselves as Christian first (personal), their attendance at a predominantly Black church 

(communal) leads others (Christians or non-Christians) in their personal life to assume 

that they do not welcome other races to their church (relational), which makes inviting 

those of other races more difficult (enacted). 

One key question I asked during the interview to explore participants' enacted 

layer was "What about you lets others know you attend a Black church?" Most 

participants had a difficult time thinking of answers to the question, each pausing for at 

least five to ten seconds in deep thought. All participants stated that they do not 

intentionally do anything to let people know they are a part of a Black church. When 

realizing that they were having difficulty answering the question, participants attributed 

that difficulty to them being so entrenched in their Black church experience, a key factor 

in their personal layer. An AMEZ participant, age 19, elaborated by explaining how 

being entrenched in her Black church experience contributes to her interactions with non-

Blacks: 

Going to a Black church, if you’re not Black you stand out. So it could cause 
confusion or conflict in some things that are being taught; they might not 
understand or might not be able to relate...It's kind of founded for Black people, 
so if you’re not Black, you may not understand certain things. You may not be 
able to relate, or you may think Oh this word that’s being taught is only for Black 
people, or it will only help Black people. So you may feel left out or may feel it’s 
not your place to give an opinion or to ask questions. And I’m sure you may feel 
you just don’t fit in. To me, I thought if you invite somebody to church, if they are 
not Black of course they’ll stand out. But I never thought Oh, I go to a Black 
Church and I never thought I had to sell it to someone as to why I’m going to a 
Black church. 
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According to this participant, Black churches relate more directly to the opinions 

and experiences of Black attendees compared to non-Black attendees. This direct 

connection to the Black experience can lead to non-Blacks feeling uncomfortable in 

predominantly Black congregations. However, she also questions why others focus more 

on her racial identity compared to her religious identity when it comes to inviting others 

to church or simply discussing her church. She is aware that she attends a church that 

happens to have a mostly Black congregation and understands that non-Blacks might 

stand out if they visit; however, she also does not feel like she should have to explain to 

someone about why her church is predominantly Black.  

Participants expressed that despite them not doing anything intentionally to let 

others know that they attend a predominantly Black church, people assume they must 

attend one. Reasons for this include living in a predominantly Black area and because 

they are Black. This assumption impacts their relationships with non-Black friends by 

causing them to second guess whether they should invite someone with whom they 

would like to experience a church service. Participants fear that emphases on race and 

assumptions regarding attendance at a predominantly Black church (communal layer) 

might make their friends or associates hesitant to visit or feel uncomfortable and out of 

place once they do.  

Drummond and Orbe (2008) also note that personal-relational-enacted gaps exist 

when one’s personal identity faces negative stereotypes that hinder his or her ability to 

enact an identity with others in a particular desired social group. Despite only 

approximately 60% of those at her church identifying as Black, a 21-year-old Church of 
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God in Christ participant expressed that based on her viewing church aspects differently 

(such as praying expressively or "loudly") from the campus groups or college ministries 

she has visited, people assume she goes to a Black church, "she’s only comfortable 

around her own people," and "A lot of people think that I am racist because I go to a 

predominantly Black church." As a result, this made interactions with campus and 

college ministries as "brothers and sisters in the Body of Christ" more challenging. 

According to this participant,  

I feel like if they went to a predominantly Black church, they would kind of see 
where my mind set comes from... I don’t want people to assume I act a certain 
kind of way because I go to a Black church.  I want people to see me. I am a 
young African American, but I’ll also say Christian, and my church didn’t define 
who I am. My actions and my words define who I am.  

 

This participant believes that people should not make assumptions about her 

communal layer (e.g., being a part of a Black church indicates racism or prejudice), but 

should instead focus on her enacted layer (actions and words) so that they can see her and 

interact with her (relational layer) as an individual who is both Christian and Black 

(personal layer). She also provided an example of how people assumed that because she 

is Black "you are going to automatically be like '[Trump] is not my president and I don't 

care what he says.'" However, her pastor preaches to give others a chance, and she makes 

an effort as a Christian to talk to others about their views and give Trump a chance—even 

though she does not want to—to show her how he will serve as president.  

 Other non-Black Christians' stereotype of her being racist because she attended a 

predominantly Black church negatively impacted her interactions with non-Black 

Christians by causing them to assume that in other areas of her life (i.e., politics) her 
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racial identity was more important to her than her religious identity. According to her 

interview responses, she feels that when others assume that her racial identity permeates 

all activities of her life but confine her religious identity to church activities, they cannot 

see her for who she really is. Considering Du Bois' (1903) image of “double 

consciousness,” this participant did not simply view herself as Christian, but saw herself 

through the eyes and mindsets of the White students on her college campus, and 

regulated her behavior accordingly in specific contexts through exercising caution or 

discernment in her inter-racial interactions. Through this double consciousness, the 

participant was able to perceive how non-Blacks viewed her Black church experience. 

This finding reveals that authenticity for participants is not just about being true to their 

avowed identities, but it is also about the desire to have others perceive them according to 

those avowed identities. This phenomenological approach requires "prioritizing the 

African audience" (Gray as cited in Hopson, 2011, p. 20) in a way that allows Black 

Millennials like this participant to invalidate any inaccuracies, or address any negative 

stereotypes, about their experiences in predominantly Black churches. 

Personal-enacted gap. When participants perform (enacted) out of obligation, 

without purpose or relevance to their lives, without clear and biblical guidance, or 

according to rules and norms that restrict their free expression and worship, they no 

longer feel authentic (personal). For participants, authenticity means God-made rules, 

traditions, rituals, and norms supersede man-made obligations. The emerging theme for 

this gap is tradition. Participants view many traditions as obligations and constraints due 

to a lack of sound teaching regarding their purpose.  
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Theme: Tradition, rules, and norms. Predominantly Black churches will 

continue to exist, just as churches where members are predominantly of others races will 

continue to exist. However, participants repeatedly expressed a strong feeling that 

historically Black denominations, especially the more traditional ones, would not last 

much longer. This is especially the case for denominations in which the older generations 

refused to immerse the younger members in church activities and would instead hold 

deeply to traditions without sharing the purpose and meanings behind them.  

[Millennials are] just not going to wait around for you to give them a chance, 
because where there is no opportunity, you can make it.  So, I’m feeling the same 
way. I feel like I have gifts, certain kinds of things I can do and do well and I 
don’t want to fit into anybody’s box. And I think that’s where the churches, the 
Black Church— the traditional Black Church, let me characterize it that way— is 
going to have a serious problem, because it’s inflexible and in this day in time you 
have to be flexible. You have to be. You have to change... There is something 
about the methodology of worship that’s good, but there is something about it that 
takes the spontaneity out of the spirituality of it. We almost become habitually 
ritualistic and people and worship becomes predicted. (CME female, age 31) 
 

Tradition can have its limitations when older generations emphasize practices that 

are more habitual than meaningful and have no sound scriptural support. Older members 

may take steps to initiate activities that are not necessarily efficient and do not welcome 

Millennials' comments or opinions, even from Millennial participants with more 

experience with certain matters at hand or who can connect older members with helpful 

information (Research Question 3b explores this inter-generational dynamic further). 

This contributes to confusion, making it harder for Millennial participants to enact their 

identities in the church due to Millennials attempting to enact these traditions and rituals, 
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despite disagreeing with them or not understanding them. The following three subthemes 

provide insight into the role tradition plays in creating a personal-enacted identity gap. 

Subtheme: Obligation vs. choice. Participants share that just because a Millennial 

possesses a skill in a certain area does not mean that he or she wants to use that particular 

skill in the church at that time. However, once older members or church leadership found 

that participants had an interest in an area, they asked them to serve, especially in vacant 

positions that nobody else would fill or areas they assumed Millennials would be good at 

like helping with technology or media. However, once participants found areas in the 

church that they were truly interested in, they devoted significant time to serving and 

even considered taking on more roles at their church in the future. At the same time, 

responsibilities outside of church, such as work, children, school, and commute time to 

and from church can influence the amount of time available to help serve. Similar to the 

findings of the subtheme "finding your niche," participants search for a place in ministry 

that fits both their interests and abilities. A 19-year-old AME Zion participant explained 

the differences between activities he dislikes and did out of obligation, rather than choice, 

and those activities he actually likes.  

I used to light the candles from age 7 to 13 or 14. Then I got older and then I 
didn’t want to do it anymore. So, they were trying to figure out what else I could 
do.  So, I was like I really don’t want to do nothing. I just want to sit down and 
listen to the pastor, but they didn’t want to buy that. So, I started ushering and 
then they heard me sing a couple of times. Then they started wanting me to sing at 
programs and stuff, so I was like okay but I hope this will be just a one-time 
thing. I don’t want to continue to sing. I don’t have a problem with it but it’s just 
as I get older, it’s like why?... [As far as being an usher], it’s like you greet people 
and they come into the church, you open doors, shake their hands, say how you 
doing and give them programs. They sit down wherever they want to and if they 
are new and they don’t know what to do I help them out.  I give them a Bible and 
a hymnal. If you want to cry, you got tissue. That’s why I like [being an usher]. 
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For this participant, frustration arose when he did not want to perform a certain 

spiritual duty, and his church gave him that obligation, but when he found an area in 

which he enjoyed serving, his church placed him in another capacity. He believes that 

even though he is good at a particular activity (i.e., singing), that does not mean doing it 

is his passion. If it is not his passion or on his heart to do, then continuing to perform the 

activity just because others want him to do so is not showing authenticity. He felt torn 

between performing religious activities for the purpose of pleasing God and and for the 

purpose of filling the needs of the church. This created tension between understanding 

which actions are God-ordained and which ones are based on traditional, man-made rules 

and norms. Another example of moving from obligation to choice in ministry came from 

an 18-year-old Baptist participant:  

We were forced to do them as little boys and now we volunteer to do them now. 
[When forced to do things] I was like “why they getting me to do this?” Read for 
Easter. They wouldn’t get you to read a poem; they would get you to remember it 
in like three days and it would be difficult at times. But I’m glad they did that. 
 

His transition from "I don't want to do this" to volunteering was when he "really 

started enjoying church. Especially since when I started playing the drums," an 

instrument he plays faithfully now. It was not until he started enjoying church that he 

moved from obligation to choice. Participants do not want to just enact their religious 

identity in areas where they succeed; they also want to serve in areas they enjoy. 

However, based on the quote above, sometimes it takes others encouraging them to fulfill 

an obligation in order for them to enjoy enacting their religious identity in certain 
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capacities. Participants want to contribute on their own terms, but still want to play a 

valuable role in their religious group.  

Another example came from a CME female participant who disliked being told 

where to sit because of her position as a pastor's wife. She explained, "they always want 

to tell you what to do, you know, where to sit" despite her affinity to sitting in another 

section. Her church "made a big deal" about the seating preference, and she recalled 

appearing "visibly irritated" and ultimately deciding to sit there and smile because "I 

don’t want to ever jeopardize what [my husband] has, and [the church and I] had to try to 

figure each other out. I didn’t fight that battle, and I just sat on down and I’m still sitting 

there two going on three years later." For this participant, enacting a certain behavior 

(e.g., sitting in the center front of the church) for the purpose of pleasing the congregation 

was an obligation based on a long-standing tradition to which she did not want to oblige. 

However, to reconcile that personal-enacted identity gap of her sitting there to please her 

fellow members, she changed her perspective to a Christ-centered approach by focusing 

on not jeopardizing her husband's ministry and not turning the situation into a more 

serious problem that could weaken relationships with her brothers and sisters in Christ. 

While participants do not view themselves as authentic when giving in to the pressures to 

enact what they perceive as man-ordained behaviors that are not Bible-based or do not 

serve a significant purpose, they change their perspective to view their situation as a way 

to serve God through sacrifice or support for their church. 

Subtheme: Freedom vs. constraint. This subtheme involves the joy of typically 

being able to express oneself more freely and emotionally in Black churches compared to 
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non-Black churches, but being bound by not understanding all the traditions, social 

norms, and rules that come with Black churches. Whether intentional or not, fashion is 

considered a part of one's enacted identity as a Millennial in a predominantly Black 

church. This can include expectations for females to wear big hats, long skirts, and shirts 

all the way up to their necks or for everyone to dress in their "Sunday's Best," referring to 

one's best clothing for church and serving as a representation of honor to the Lord. 

Participants believe that a "come as you are" approach aligns with their belief that 

emphasis should be on the Christian identity more than anything else. Millennials in this 

study understand the need to express their love for Christ in their own way, even in how 

they dress, and strict rules regarding fashion in church hinder their ability to express their 

love for Christ. 

A CME participant, age 31, noted how she would visit a non-Black church in her 

city that made her feel welcome (e.g., no expectations for dress codes or disappointed 

faces if she arrived late), only to go back to her Black church and miss that freedom. She 

described her experience at the non-Black church: 

I did not feel restricted.  I felt like nobody cared what I had on. Nobody cared if I 
may have been ten minutes late.  Nobody cared about the way I worshipped or if I 
worshipped, because they were all in their own space. And that’s what I loved 
about [the church], which is predominantly White, and there are some Blacks that 
go. I just felt free. Free to just be.  Roll up in some jeans and a t-shirt and some 
tennis shoes, and I’m at home. I can’t do that [at my church]. If I were to wear 
jeans people would be like, what do you have on? 
 

This participant described her preference for having the freedom to express her 

love to God without others judging her intent and holding her to their standards of arrival 
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time at church, worship style, or choice of attire. According to Lincoln and Mamiya 

(1990), 

From the beginning of the Black experience in America, one critical denotation of 
freedom has remained constant: freedom has always meant the absence of any 
restraint, which might compromise one's responsibility to God. The notion has 
persisted that if God calls you to discipleship, God calls you to freedom. (p. 4) 
 

It was this freedom at the predominantly White church, in comparison to the 

restrictions at her church, that made her feel "at home," or as a sister in Christ when she 

visited. Participants feel constrained when they know that they love God and yet have 

guidelines that impose regulations for how they should show that love to God. 

Attire in Black churches can be likened to a fashion show or red carpet event, but 

not always serving as something substantial. Additional obstacles to enactment include 

what participants refer to as the "theatrical," "dramatic in delivery" (preaching, singing, 

and praising) and "ritualistic" nature of the church that distracts from them being able to 

focus on authentically worshipping God without feeling like they are entertaining or 

being entertained. This also includes preachers "whooping and hollering" without 

offering sound doctrine. When church is a form of entertainment, participants feel that 

the congregation becomes passive observers. For example, the pastor may "start yelling 

and hooping and hollering" and such an environment can make "you feel like you’ve got 

to compete, and you have to look a certain way" (Seventh Day Adventist, female, age 

31). However, when the congregation takes the initiative to collectively focus on 

worshipping God, participants feel they become active participants. In this case, freedom 
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is not just about being able to express oneself emotionally, but being able to express 

oneself with meaningful actions for God and not an audience. 

Subtheme: Taught vs. caught. This subtheme reflects how in some cases 

participants receive clear and biblically-supported instructions and training at church 

regarding church practices and rituals (taught); however, some practices and norms 

Millennials learn about after becoming accustomed to them over time, having lives 

steeped in the Black/African American experience, or growing up in predominantly 

Black churches (caught).  

"I believe in God the Father almighty" is a loaded statement if you were to break 
it apart, but people say it [in our affirmation of faith] every week and they don’t 
know what it means (CME male, age 31) 
 

This pastor views it as important that if someone wants to express their personal 

layer (i.e., belief in God), then they need to know what the meaning of enacting that 

identity entails. Older generations expecting Millennials to already know about or how to 

do things without ever receiving an explanation or rationale is a source of frustration. For 

example, a 29-year-old Baptist female described what it is like to have expectations 

placed on her that no one ever taught or explained:    

I’ve had some people feel like I should know certain things that happen in church, 
and it always surprised me because these people don’t know me, they don’t know 
anything about my life, and they don’t even know if I came through the doors 
saved, but for some reason now I always get the response "you should know this 
by now," especially when you tell them you did grow up in the church, in the 
Black Church. It’s like this thing where if you grew up in the Black Church 
you’re apparently supposed to know what happens in all Black churches. It’s 
weird because you’re like every church is different. How would I know this? 
[People would say] you have to have that, but nobody would explain. But once I 
started reading the word and seeing all these different things that God said… I 
was angry for a while. I was really angry like how could nobody not tell us these 
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things and it’s right here in the Bible. Isn’t this what we’re supposed to do to help 
each other? So now I’m at a place where even if I know something is not true and 
it’s off the wall I can dismiss it for me. 
 

Based on her response, there is a gap between her personal layer (knowing for 

oneself what God says concerning the life of a Christian) and the enacted layer (doing 

what others say is God's will for the life of a Christian). Because "every church is 

different," the lack of an explicit and biblically-outlined rationale for expected behavior 

hinders members from enacting their religious identity relevant to their bond with their 

church (communal layer); she cannot adequately know what is particular to her church 

and whether she wants to take part if members do not explain it to her. These unexplained 

and sometimes unspoken expectations prioritize performing out of the tradition and 

knowledge of the "Black Church" culture above seeking to please God first, since those 

in the church "don’t even know if I came through the doors saved" and already require 

adherence to norms and rules. 

To participants, these obstacles distract from the primarily goal of drawing people 

to Christ and salvation, or "saving souls." Millennials in this study acknowledged that 

they know about some things in Black churches because they grew up in them or are 

Christians and can pick up on things more quickly than non-Christians. However, they 

also acknowledged that there are times they are completely thrown off by what older 

generations expect them to know, such as the meanings of songs or sayings and church 

rituals like communion, but rarely explained and still do not explain to them on a deeper 

level even when asked. A 19-year-old female AME Zion participant stated that there are 
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times when she will respectfully sit down and not participate in certain church rituals if 

she does not understand:  

I’m not a part of some things because I don’t know the history or almost in the 
sense of like a student who’s failing because I just, I don’t know things and I kind 
of don’t care to know [laughs] in a way because I seriously go just to get a word. 
But some of it I feel is unnecessary because I’ve been to churches where there are 
rules and different protocols, but not as many rules as the church I’m at. 
 

When her church expects her to perform actions that do not help her to better 

understand the word of God (i.e., Bible), then she does not feel compelled to participate. 

Furthermore, not receiving biblically–sound teaching regarding the meaning of church 

practices, history, and rituals leads her to feel as though she is failing at authentically 

enacting her religious identity.  

An additional aspect of this caught vs. taught subtheme relates to how participants 

come to understand salvation. This is core to their personal layer as it encompasses what 

it means to be a Christian according to biblical standards, and it relates to their enacted 

layer as participants reflect on their ability to share their knowledge of salvation with 

others for evangelistic purposes. Shortly after doing my first six interviews, I began to 

notice that I was assuming participants knew what salvation was or how to explain it. 

Once I realized this, I started to explicitly ask them "How does one become saved?" or "If 

I wanted to become a Christian, what would I need to do?" What ultimately drew me to 

ask this question is the realization that sound doctrine and a "Christ(ian) first" mindset are 

paramount to participants, and evangelism is a key aspect of the Christian faith. 

Therefore, I wanted to know whether participants felt they were able to enact their 



133 
 
 
 

religious identity through evangelism by sharing their beliefs for the purpose of 

conversion. 

There were a variety of responses, including grave uncertainty or difficulty 

explaining. A 21-year-old AME Zion male participant stated "[I would] pray, but I don’t 

know what to do if somebody said they want to be saved or be a Christian. I would just 

look at you cold." Other participants chose to explain what salvation is not ("it's not just 

loving God or something mystical") or what one may encounter before ("great trouble") 

or after ("newness") conversion and even acknowledged that many people have different 

definitions of salvation. However, those who responded with the most certainty explained 

that it involves three parts: 1) accept that you are (a sinner) in need of God's saving grace, 

2) believe that Jesus Christ died for your sins on the cross in your place and rose again, 

and 3) confess this belief to others. These same individuals also explained that they 

learned the answer to this through solid biblical teaching from church leadership or 

programs. Their responses resemble the ABC's of Salvation (Accept, Believe, and 

Confess), a tool that Vacation Bible Schools and church catechisms include. Even for 

those who confidently answered questions about salvation, they felt as though 

miscommunication and incomplete explanations of salvation exist: 

You do have to live right. You do have to live holy and how God sets standards 
for us to live, and if you backslide (turn away from God) you can always go to 
God and ask for forgiveness.  It doesn’t mean that you are not saved.  You know, 
and that’s what I think a lot of people miscommunicate...It’s a lot of little things 
that play parts in it but everybody has their own definition of it. 
 

This 27-year-old Church of God in Christ participant added that it was through 

her experience in a Christian college with "in-depth teaching and learning" that she better 
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understood what the Bible says about salvation. It was insufficient to simply be taught, 

but she also wanted to study the word of God for herself. This approach to understanding 

salvation addresses the personal-enacted gap when individuals backslide (act contrary to 

Christian principles) and understand that they can reconcile that gap through asking for 

forgiveness. In this case, neither "caught" nor "taught" is inherently negative or positive, 

but instead sound doctrine is most critical, and participants view themselves as having 

some responsibility in understanding the doctrine of salvation. For this participant, it is 

not enough to solely focus on salvation at the moment of conversion, but to also know 

how conversion translates into everyday life and actions (enacted layer), which include 

mistakes and even feeling distant from God. According to a CME pastor, salvation is  

an independent…thirst for a relationship with God, and that’s important. People 
make relationship with churches, but we want a make a relationship with 
God…People put so much [emphasis] on the blood [of Jesus] and stop right there 
that "I’m saved." And if you go into most churches you can shout all day about 
being saved. But working towards perfection, that’s the works of piety. That’s the 
love for neighbor. That’s what moves a person from, in my mind, theoretical 
Christianity to the practical Christianity. 
 

If what is taught is incomplete or in error, participants view that as a hindrance to 

their authenticity as a believer in Jesus Christ. Whether one learned about salvation by 

being taught or by it being "caught," participants believe it is important to know how to 

be saved, whether what they hear at their church about salvation aligns with scripture, 

and how to apply the principles to their lives outside of their church community. While 

"everybody has their own definition of [salvation]" (COGIC female, age 27) and 

participants acknowledge that salvation can be "hard to explain" (Seventh-Day Adventist 

female, age 31), salvation does not require forced behavior, but a desire for change: 
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I don’t think you have to be a Bible toting person who has to quote scripture out 
of every sentence, and I don’t think that makes you saved. I don’t think going to 
church on the Sabbath— I think it is more of a commitment of trying, to the best 
of your ability, to live Christ-like. That’s what being a Christian to me is. 
(Seventh-Day Adventist, age 31) 
 

A CME female participant, age 31, also added that while tradition may require 

one to walk down a church aisle to be saved, "there are people who definitely have their 

way into heaven that did not walk down the church aisle... I think sometimes we put each 

other in this capsule around us." Although participants acknowledged that there are key 

parts to salvation (e.g., Accept, Believe, and Confess), they also understand context and 

people's individual situations (e.g., "it depends on where [the conversation about 

salvation] is happening" (CME, Female, age 31)). Overall, participants did not express a 

sole reliance on others to teach them about salvation, but rather an independent desire to 

understand it for themselves. Protecting authenticity in one's religious identity means 

possessing a conviction for oneself regarding what salvation means. Anything that comes 

against this conviction, whether taught or caught through tradition and church practices, 

is a threat to authenticity. 

RQ3b: What role does generational cohort group play in this communication 

process? 

"Christ(ian) first" is not just relevant in regards to race, but also in regards to age. 

Participants believe that no one is too young or too old to serve the Lord. While race or 

racial difference may not come to participants' minds often as it relates to their 

congregations, participants state that age and age difference come to mind much more 

often. Millennials interact with other Millennials in their churches through isolated 
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activities. To elaborate, there are certain choirs, church services, Sunday school classes, 

events (e.g., youth explosion), and aspects of the Sunday program that distinguish 

younger generations from the older ones.  

In their initiatives to reach out to younger generations, older generations appear to 

bring even more obstacles to Millennials. For example, participants note how older 

generations dislike and in many cases refuse to embrace rap music, dance teams, praise 

teams, and skits in the church that Millennials feel would reach other Millennials and 

younger members. The interview protocol contained no explicit questions about music, 

yet music is one theme that all 24 participants discussed early on and throughout their 

entire interviews that was essential to their experience in Black churches. Furthermore, 

religious music is one thing that distinguishes racial groups and generational cohort 

groups. In regards to race, Black churches have music to "feel the spirit" and have you 

"grooving" compared to non-Black churches with "singing high pitch classical music so 

proper with their hands held together" (Catholic male, age 31). In regards to age, more 

contemporary music like gospel rap reflects the worship styles of Millennial participants, 

and older generations "tolerate" but do not embrace this change (Baptist male, age 27). 

According to this participant, in order for youth to incorporate their desired style of 

worship into service, change must come slowly or the older members will "put you down 

anyway" and disregard the change. 

 Even without directly saying it, older members' actions (e.g., arms crossed and 

uninterested facial expressions) indicate that they have strong, negative opinions 

regarding how participants choose to express their relationship with God. A 27-year-old 
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Baptist participant explained how music created a generational divide in his church. At 

first his youth choir was scheduled to sing every 2nd and 4th Sunday, but after the 

congregation liked the songs and how the youth sang it their own way, they wanted the 

youth to sing every Sunday. However, the adult choir grew upset about that request and 

did not want the youth to sing anymore. Participants feel that older generations want 

them to enact their identity in Black churches in the same way that older generations did 

at their age, such as by singing traditional hymns instead of contemporary music. 

However, these Millennials grew up listening to and experiencing more contemporary 

music and worship styles rather than traditional hymns and devotion.  

Another Baptist male participant (age 30) described what he views as a positive 

use of music to get those from all generations involved: 

They get even the youth involved and get their attention—because some of them 
are dragging in [to church]—to get them in service. They sing those upbeat tempo 
songs during devotion, and I like that. They have prayer, and then they go back to 
those songs that get everybody involved. 
 

This participant enjoys having the focus on everybody praising God, not just the 

older or younger members. He stated "this is not Showtime at the Apollo," indicating that 

the focus is not on impressing others, but bringing everybody together to praise the Lord. 

In accordance with the taught vs. caught subtheme, participants encounter aspects of 

Black churches that older generations understand, such as certain songs and recitations, 

but do not explain to younger members. Because older generations do not explain or 

provide evidence of the rationale or necessity of traditions and preferences in music 
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based on doctrine or purpose, participants view such aspects as inauthentic because they 

are not progressive or enduring.  

According to participants, older generations assume that it is acceptable to pry 

into or influence Millennials' personal lives, but not to open up opportunities for a 

mentorship relationship: 

It seems to be a good thing: The older woman passing down her godly experience 
to help you grow and not to make the same mistakes that she does, but more than 
not, it’s usually a group of older women who sit and talk about those same women 
that they should be helping. Judging and condemning... I know when I was in my 
early 20s, nobody really listened to what you had to say because if you had a 
question, they felt like you were old enough, so you should know better. If you 
had an idea, you were too young to have an idea. And at the age I’m at now, it’s 
either why aren’t you married or hey come meet this single young man. It’s like I 
just wanted to hear the word and come fellowship with the believers. I didn’t 
come to find a husband. (Baptist female, age 29) 

When this participant said "fellowship with the believers," she meant that she wanted to 

engage in a dialogue with church members, including older congregants, as family 

members in Christ, but not in a one-sided interaction where she was the only one asked 

questions or told what to do.  

Participants perceive themselves as ones who can bridge the gap between the 

older and younger generations. They expressed more concerns about not getting the 

desired mentorship from older members or being able to reach out to younger members 

than they emphasized interactions with their own generation. In fact, Millennials describe 

their interactions with other Millennials in their church as pleasant and primarily taking 

place on Sundays. Sometimes their interactions with other Millennials are limited due to 

the cares of life (e.g., work, raising children), other Millennials' irregular attendance or 

choice to attend church during other service times, and a lack of activities to bring them 
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together outside of church. There was not as much of an emphasis on needing more 

interaction with other Millennials or even activities for Millennials as there was on being 

able to interact with older generations and younger generations productively, noting that 

the children are the future of churches and denominations.  

Participants often perceive themselves as "right in the middle"— too young for 

older members to truly engage in dialogue with them and too old for children to trust that 

they can relate, even in regards to discussing the Bible and their relationships with God. 

In addition, Millennials begin to feel as if there is no room for them in ministry to enact 

their religious identity. 

People seem to be caught up in tradition too much. Appearances. It’s like we want 
to say loving things, but we don’t want to be loving towards each other. Things 
usually aren’t organized properly. There’s a lot of we’ve always done it this way, 
even though that way doesn’t work. It’s usually a matter of I’ve been here the 
longest. I’m older, so I’m right. It’s like there’s not any room for change, or not 
even just youth [or] young adults to get into ministry. (Baptist, age 29) 
 

While participants acknowledged that Millennials and younger generations are the future, 

participants also feel that churches and denominations will "die out" if left in the hands of 

older generations that may not be alive much longer.  

For participants who attend churches that do not have many Millennials or 

younger members, age difference is more prevalent in their mind than racial difference. 

Some of the responses participants gave indicated that churches appear to be more 

reactive than proactive as it relates to drawing and keeping in Millennials. Pastors desire 

to cater activities to younger members because they "don’t want to scare the youth away 

by doing the same thing" (Baptist male, age 27). However, participants expressed 
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disappointment in there being less emphasis on actually integrating Millennials' ideas into 

the church for long-lasting intergenerational relationships and initiatives.  

A non-denominational participant, age 27, shared how when she took over a 

young adults program, older members of her religious group wanted her to continue 

repeating the same activities that they did under the previously, instead of using her 

recommendations. She suggested, "instead of implementing the same stuff, why don’t 

you implement how it was run?" which included teamwork and serious planning. The 

lack of change frustrated her by hindering her ability to serve the way she desired and 

representing older members' willingness to hold on to old ideas that no longer benefited 

younger members.   

Because participants want to show respect for older generations, they tend to be 

more cautious in expressing their ideas. Even though Millennials are now adults, they 

perceive the elders in their churches as acting as though they know what is best for 

Millennials. Instead of asking Millennials to offer ideas about reaching other young 

people, older generations tend to talk amongst themselves, which led a Baptist male 

participant, age 25, to think, "I guess you can’t really address how we bring Millennials if 

you never ask that question to Millennials." Participants noted that churches and 

denominations need to find ways to make Millennials feel more comfortable expressing 

themselves. Participants believe that the elders of the church should provide Millennials 

with the wisdom and guidance that they can one day impart to younger members if only 

given the chance.  
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Participants also view themselves as being able to bring a freshness and type of 

innovation that can break up the traditional ways of doing things. They believe in order 

for them to help bridge the gap between older generations and younger generations, then 

there must be a solid connection between the older generations and Millennials. 

However, some participants seek to impact and build the children up through their own 

initiatives, even without the direct support and initiative of other Millennials or older 

generations. A CME male participant, age 31, also noted that it is not the older 

generation’s responsibility alone to help improve inter-generational communication.  

Our church is not ready for the kind of swift movements that it takes to really be, 
you hate to say it, but to use it a marketing term, competitive, in this religious 
consumer market. There are things that I would have done here two years ago, but 
I have to go to a church conference and ask people who are really novices about 
things that I have labored over and wake up in the middle of the night thinking 
about, but I have to go to a board and ask permission for things ...So we are not 
setup for in my mind for things of success.  I don't want to waste too much of my 
time.  
 

He perceives older generations as holding on to traditions to the detriment of 

denominations and churches. As a result, he began to question whether he was wasting 

his time trying to move beyond these long-standing traditions and make "swift 

movements" efficiently for success. On the one hand, participants believe that they need 

the guidance and wisdom of older generations. On the other hand, they feel that if older 

generations do not provide this, Millennials will find other ways to move forward in 

making a difference (i.e., modern, swift movements that Millennials labor over to make 

their churches more competitive) as Christians in the world and this "religious consumer 

market." 
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In conclusion, participants perceive that older generations hold on to traditions 

and preferences in music for entertainment or control. This results in what participants 

view as a threat to all authenticity in layers of identity. On the enacted layer, strict 

adherence to such traditions and preferences takes the focus off of Christ. For the 

communal layer, rules (perpetuated by older generations in authority) create division in 

Christianity among races and generations and may lead to the demise of denominations.  

On the relational layer, participants feel excluded from ministry due to their age. This 

makes collaboration on church activities more difficult. Participants respect their elders, 

yet know that they have much to offer, and God does not disqualify Millennials because 

of their age. Lastly, for the personal layer, participants feel inauthentic when they have no 

purpose or sound doctrine to support the traditions and beliefs older generations expect 

them to value. 

Discussion  

The results of this section align with the Barna Group's 2013 study about “5 

Reasons Millennials Stay Connected to the Church” discussed in the literature review. 

Participants value 1) the relational layer of not only interacting with their pastor, but also 

members of all generations in their church; 2) discernment—biblical messages that relate 

directly to their life; 3) vocational—finding their niche in ministry; 4) missional—

proudest moments are when their church focuses on helping others in the community and 

putting others' needs before one's own; and 5) educational—receiving support through 

prayer and encouragement during tests, schoolwork, and academic achievements. In other 

words, participants still felt connected to the idea of a communal or community-based 
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approach to spirituality and found “self-realization of individuality within community” 

(West as cited in Dawson, 1994, pp. 99-100). This in fact distinguishes them from the 

hyper-individualism that Giddens (1991) describes via the concept of “reflexive project 

of the self” that draws people to separate from any impositions of organizations (p. 5). 

Based on their experiences in the churches at which they wished to remain 

attending, none of the participants in this study expressed feeling the top two reasons why 

Millennials leave church, according to prior research: irrelevance and a belief that they 

can "find God elsewhere" (Barna Group, 2015, para. 6). However, according to the 

findings, participants see a relationship between authenticity and relevance and will 

consider leaving a church that threatens their authenticity by not being relevant to the 

following: biblically sound messages that help them understand their life situations, 

acceptance for who they are, an ability to make a difference in the community, personal-

centered support, and a suitable place in ministry to fulfill one's life purpose.  

"Food" as a part of the fellowship subtheme in the communal layer is not a 

superficial aspect of the Millennial experience in Black churches. In his book Hog and 

Hominy: Soul Food from Africa to America, Opie (2010) explains the importance of not 

just food, but of good-tasting, soul food in the Black community. Opie (2010) describes 

soul food as the following: 

[S]oul food, then, according to black cooks, is an art form that comes from 
immersion in a black community and an intimate relationship with the southern 
experience. Soul food originated in the quarters of enslaved Africans in the 
sixteenth to nineteenth centuries. It is a blend, or creolization, of many cooking 
traditions that Africans across the Americans season to their own definition of 
perfection with their knowledge of culinary herbs gained from their ancestors. 
Soul food was spiritual food because some dishes were served only on Sundays 
and other special days during slavery and thereafter. (p. 137) 
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There is also much to learn in what was not said during the interviews. Although 

the assumption might be that Millennials esteem technology above many other factors in 

their worship or church-going experience, only four of the 24 interview participants 

mentioned technology or social media. In addition, mentions of technology involved only 

brief suggestions for how to incorporate technology in the church or addressed 

assumptions from older generations regarding the role of social media in Millennials' 

lives. For example, an AME Zion 21-year-old male participant stated in regards to an 

interaction with his Baby Boomer pastor, 

The pastor that we have now kind of wants the younger generation to do 
something to help them and to give back, doing things like a Facebook page for 
the church.  She asked me to do it and I was like I really can’t help you because I 
don’t really get on Facebook anymore. I'll just refollow you if you ever get back 
on [Facebook]. I don’t get on Facebook for real. 
 

This participant challenged assumptions that all Millennials embrace or frequently 

use technology and social media. At the same time, the participants who discussed 

technology viewed its integration into their churches as a positive tool to attract young 

people and something that will cause generational differences to emerge. Recall, for 

example, the CME pastor who wanted to add a television to the church for Bible study. 

While this same participant noted that television screens in the church can help reach 

young people, he also noted that a few older members had an "antiquated" view of the 

technology, stating that "If we want to watch TV, we can stay at home."  
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Millennials in this study, like one 35-year-old Baptist female participant, 

understand that there is no perfect church and do not seem to expect their churches to be 

perfect, because there are good and bad people everywhere: 

There are good churches and bad churches, but I think if the people are there for 
the right reasons, there’s no bad church…. And just like outside of the church, 
there are good and bad people, inside of the church there’s good and bad people. 
 

Participants' most positive experiences point back to salvation/Christ and 

community, which aligns with participants' desires for a "Christ first" experience with 

their churches. Their least positive experiences in predominantly Black churches 

primarily involve negativity (e.g., judgment, condemnation, hypocrisy, and disingenuous 

and rude people). In addition, negativity includes those who criticize their churches but 

do not offer any solutions. 

My interview with a male, 31-year-old Jehovah's Witness participant was 

challenging yet important, enlightening, and a necessary instance of a distinct case in this 

study. Before the interview, I had no prior direct experience with Jehovah's Witnesses 

relevant to their religious beliefs or practices. The interview was also challenging because 

it required much greater clarity in addressing the nuances and differences regarding 

experiences in this specific denomination. For example, I thought changing "church" to 

"Kingdom Hall" would suffice in clarifying questions and making them more relevant to 

his experience. However, he explained that Jehovah's Witnesses emphasize their 

organization on the worldwide level rather than specific Kingdom Halls or congregations. 

In addition, he noted that "we do not personify congregations," indicating that one of the 

interview protocol questions asking "When was there ever a time that you needed your 
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church/congregation the most?" was not appropriate and actually confusing. As a result, 

the way he conceptualized his experience was different from any other participants. 

While the other 23 participants placed great emphasis on how their local interactions 

distinguish their church from other denominations and congregations, this participant 

acknowledged his local level interactions with members of his congregation by 

attributing those interactions to the foundations of his religious organization worldwide.  

The primary theological differences expressed between this participant and the 

others centered on membership and salvation. This participant stated that he did not 

consider it appropriate to identify his denomination as a part of the Black Church and 

expressed certainty that his religious group would feel the same way. In addition, 

Jehovah's Witnesses' concept of salvation, or "the end result of our existence" is vastly 

different from other participants. According to the Jehovah's Witness participant, his 

religious group acknowledges salvation as a gift (something you cannot earn and must 

receive through God's grace), similar to other participants. However, he went further to 

clarify his belief: In this theology, because we are imperfect humans who cannot earn 

salvation, we also cannot guarantee that we are saved or continuously saved. Similarities 

among the Jehovah's Witness participant and the other interviewees include a "'come as 

you are,' but your life will change for the better" approach, a belief that the church is not 

the building but the people, and the association between baptism and church membership. 

In addition, despite expressing a belief that race is not the focus, he still acknowledged an 

awareness of it by saying that his religious group takes pride in including many multi-

racial or bi-racial interactions, couples, and churches. This suggests that race relations in 
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religious contexts do not happen without some level of awareness or intent. This was the 

only interviewee for which membership at his church required a process, such as 

removing negativity in life like drugs, adultery, and criminal activity and committing to 

study the scriptures, before one can become a member. This participant also did not grow 

up in predominantly Black churches or congregations: 

 
I had to ask, "Why does everyone know this song, or this saying?" and they had to 
explain to me that is something that is taught in the Black Church. I have been in 
situations where a speaker might say "God is good," and then the people would 
say something like "all the time," and I was trying to figure out, how does 
everyone know the part of the comment or the response part to that call? And I 
had to literally ask someone and they said that’s a part of the Black Church, but it 
seems plausible since most the room was able to answer. 
 

Despite the aforementioned theological differences and similarities among 

Jehovah's Witnesses and the other participants' religious affiliations, the results of this 

interview present an interesting finding: the participant whose religious organization 

emphasizes the worldwide organization and community outreach possesses the positive 

traits that Black Millennial participants desire in their churches. These traits include the 

following: 

•! Lack of emphasis on racial difference: The Bible says to preach to all habitants 

of the earth, describes how there were Asians, Greeks, Ethiopians in the Bible, 

and promises that one day, people from all races will work together and live in 

peace. The Jehovah's Witness participant added that his religious group does not 

try to separate congregations by race, especially through any discerning 

characteristics such as music. 
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Even if the entire congregation is Black, it would not be considered a part 
of the Black church, and this is the reason: because there is nothing to 
differentiate an all Black congregation of Jehovah’s Witnesses, an all 
White congregation, an all Hispanic or whatever. There is no change in 
culture and sense. Yes, you have your natural culture, the Hispanic 
culture. The vernacular would be the same. The Black culture in the sense 
of the vernacular would be the same. Black people would still have the 
Black struggles when it came to day to day life... and because we are so 
revolving around our religious beliefs, they tend to mesh. There is no 
difference. You can’t say, I know it’s the Black congregation because the 
music is a little funkier. 

 

•! Sound doctrine: Do not sing any songs that are not based entirely from the Bible, 

and each song has an accompanying scriptural reference displayed. Congregants 

read a chapter of the Bible each week and read through the entire Bible every 

three years. Members practice reading the passages and learning how to 

pronounce names and words to present themselves as ministers, capable of giving 

a Bible Study on their own and answering difficult questions:  

Most people would answer from their own point of view...but that might 
be really, really wrong.  So, what we encourage all people to do, rather 
than try to explain things from the Bible you don’t know about, you know 
let me do some research. Let me come more prepared. Let me show me in 
the Bible what this says. Our goal as ministers is not to tell you how I feel 
the Bible is telling you this. Let's not interpret the Bible for you. It's for 
you to say hey, here is what it says and then you come to those 
conclusions from what you read. Then after that, we actually have 
questions and answers.   

 

•! In-depth and meaningful relationships: This was the only participant who 

explicitly noted in-depth relationships with different generations and races in his 

congregation that extended beyond the weekly worship service (referred to in 

Jehovah's Witnesses as a "meeting"). He shared that they watch football games 
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together, have barbecues, play chess, and enjoy conversation as the older 

"brothers and sisters" in the faith impart knowledge. He and much older members 

bring candy for the children. He compares this inter-generational interaction to 

children interacting with grandparents and parents. When he travels abroad, he 

brings back gifts for the children and works with many of them to clean their 

Kingdom Hall, cut the grass, or use equipment and go door to door teaching them 

how to act when others are rude.  However, one similarity to the other interviews 

is less emphasis on those who are the same age. Interactions with those in his age 

group depend on maturity levels. Those with a mature, sharp mind have a more 

"spiritual brother" relationship than a mentorship. Interactions with those who ask 

him questions or for advice may turn into more of a mentorship. 

•! Emphasize community over the individual: This participant described how 

individual identity lessens for the sake of the greater body. In this case, it is not 

about finding one's niche in ministry, as no one is too good to help and everybody 

should contribute where needed (e.g., "At our facilities we clean, whether you 

have a PhD or are a janitor in your day-to-day life or cut lawns. Everybody cleans 

[the Kingdom Hall]”). As a result, servitude moves beyond an obligation vs. 

choice tension to a "serve where needed" mindset, accompanied with biblical 

truths and principles that make a religious or spiritual duty one to enjoy and bring 

about fellowship with others. Their religious identity comes before their 

individual identity. We learn from this participant that "obligation" is not bad, but 
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Christians can strengthen and grow their dedication to servitude through sound 

doctrine and understanding the purpose of their actions.  

•! Taught, not caught: The participant did not mention any confusion regarding the 

norms, vision, or expectations of his religious organization. In addition, his 

religious organization outlines the purpose for its activities, practices, and norms. 

He views this ability to "delve deep into the scriptures [to see], what does this 

really mean, rather than someone telling me to get me to believe that” as a form of 

freedom. He does not mention tradition either. For example, attire is not to 

impress or judge others, but solely to please God and dress according to biblical 

standards: 

Now of course, everyone does the best they can for what you earn and 
what you can afford, and you wear what you can, but it’s clean, it’s nice 
and neat, and it's fresh.  It is care taken in what you wear.  There are no 
jeans worn. There are no t-shirts worn, and it's nothing against jeans or t-
shirts, because if that’s the best you have, that’s the best you have and 
that’s welcome. But brothers put and sisters put emphasis on I want to 
present as cleanly as possibly. Because if you look at the Bible and you 
look at how things were presented to God or whether they were sacrifices, 
or people, the Bible stresses the cleanliness of his people, God’s people. 

 

Discussion of this particular case is not to endorse the specific religious beliefs of 

the participant or his denomination, but rather to provide insight and details into what it 

may look like for Millennials in Black congregations to experience those aspects of their 

church that they desire to see. It is important to note that this participant took 

approximately 2 to 5 minutes to answer each question in depth, about 1.5 to 4 minutes 

longer than the average participant. The themes revealed in his interview may have to do 

with his level of self-disclosure and personality traits. With him being the only Jehovah's 
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Witness participant in the study, it is difficult to know how similar his experience is to 

others in his religious organization. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: GENERAL DISCUSSION 

This study used a mixed methods approach to examine the religious and ethnic 

identity of Black Millennials in relation to their experiences in Black churches. This 

section presents a general discussion of the results, while addressing the similarities and 

differences between the qualitative and quantitative data. Limitations of the study are 

addressed, followed by the implications, recommendations, and suggestions for future 

research. 

Qualitative and Quantitative Data Comparison 

The quantitative method addressed RQ1, RQ2, and H1-H3, and the qualitative 

method explored RQ3. However, there were some similarities and differences between 

both methods relevant to each of the research questions and hypotheses.  

Research question one. RQ1 asked about the differences that exist among Black 

Millennials who identify with Black churches and those who do not. The results indicate 

that older Millennials are more likely to attend non-Black churches, and younger 

Millennials are more likely to attend a predominantly Black church or no church at all. In 

addition, there were no differences in church affiliation based on whether Millennials 

were in Black organizations (BGLOs or HBCUs) or not. Considering the low likelihood 

of a drastic increase in racial and ethnic diversity within predominantly Black churches, 

older Millennials may seek out diversity and inclusion by attending non-Black churches. 
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Those in predominantly Black churches are more likely to be affiliated with a particular 

denomination, which suggests that younger Millennials, who are more likely to attend no 

church if they do not attend a Black church, may have stronger ties to their respective 

denominations. 

No significant differences in church affiliation (Black church, non-Black church, 

or no church) exist based on gender, sexual orientation, membership in a Black Greek-

lettered organization (BGLO), and attendance at a historically Black college or university 

(HBCU). This finding suggests that although race may be salient in participants' 

educational settings (e.g., attending a predominantly Black college or being a part of a 

predominantly Black fraternity or sorority), Black Millennials do not necessarily 

prioritize race in their choices of church affiliation. Less emphasis on race is especially 

interesting for participants involved in these settings, considering that both HBCUs and 

BGLOs require a strong investment of time, energy, and money from participants that 

could draw them closer to their racial/ethnic identity, and yet these factors were not 

significantly related to choices of church affiliation. 

Research question two. RQ2 asked about the differences in religious and 

racial/ethnic identity that exist among Black Millennials who attend Black churches, non-

Black churches, or no church at all. H1-H3 proposed that those in Black churches would 

have both high religious identity and ethnic identity; those in non-Black churches would 

have high religious identity but lower ethnic identity than those in Black churches; and 

those who attended no church at all would have lower religious identities regardless of 

racial/ethnic identity. Only H3 was supported, and the results of the qualitative and 
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quantitative data suggest a clear similarity: There is no relationship between the level of 

participants' Black/African-American identity and whether they choose to attend 

predominantly Black churches, and those who attend church (whether Black or non-

Black) are more religious than those who do not attend church. Even for Black 

Millennials who value racial similarity in their congregations, there are greater areas of 

importance for drawing them to a church and keeping them there than the fact that they 

share a racial identity with congregants. 

The qualitative data suggest the reason for this pattern: Black Millennials choose 

their church based on whether it meets the following criteria: a welcoming and family 

atmosphere, a primary focus on Christ, and leadership that preaches sound doctrine. 

These are all characteristics not dependent on race, but on the genuineness of the pastor 

and members' relationship with God and others. Overall, it is religious identity that 

relates to whether Black Millennials attend church, but ethnic identity does not relate to 

whether Black Millennials attend a Black or non-Black church. The qualitative data 

suggest that listening to Millennials and involving them in diverse aspects of the church 

(e.g., marketing, leadership, music ministry, and mentorship) may also be important. 

Consider the CME participant who desired to make swift movements for his church, 

without having to obtain permission from a board of people "who are really novices 

about things that I have labored over and wake up in the middle of the night thinking 

about." 

Research question three. RQ3 asked about how Millennials express their 

identities along the personal, relational, communal and enacted layers, the gaps between 
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and among those layers, and the role of generational cohort group in communicating 

identity. Theoretical constructs in intercultural communication offer labels for naming, 

describing, and explaining the experiences of different cultural groups. Participants were 

able to use this labeling process as common ground for communicating shared 

experiences and challenging the ways in which these experiences manifest themselves 

differently in their cultural (generational and racial) groups. According to Hecht et al. 

(2003), our interactions with others approve and affirm, or disapprove and reject, the 

names and categorical labels of our avowed identities. Cultural labels help to maintain as 

well as transform a culture. This study's exploration of Black Millennials' identity layers 

provided additional insight on how labels help to name, describe, and explain their 

experiences in Black churches. Through this phenomenological study, participants were 

able to challenge the labels they encountered during their experiences in predominantly 

Black churches. 

Identity layers.  

Personal layer. The personal layer refers to how one views him or herself, even 

when no one else is around, and addresses one's self-concept, self-image, and self-

cognitions (Hecht, 1993). Participants' personal layer of identity—their religious identity 

in particular—guides their expectations for relational and communal layers. When 

experiences in church violate these expectations by not allowing participants to express 

their identity consistently and authentically, participants perceive the violation as a 

hindrance to their enacted layer. Essentially, these violations or hindrances create identity 

gaps, or obstacles. 
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Relational layer. The relational layer refers to who a person is based on 

relationships (Hecht, 1993). Participants view authenticity as having meaningful 

interactions with the pastor and members of the church. These desired interactions center 

on mentorship and collaboration in church activities, such as special groups (e.g., prayer 

ministry, women’s ministry, men’s ministry, choir, and committees). At the same time, 

participants do not necessarily require that these interactions transfer outside of church 

and are content with their interactions with other Millennials, which vary from 

mentorship to friendship to weekly service acquaintances. However, they feel as though 

older generations do not place importance on enhancing these intra-generational 

interactions. Furthermore, participants do not feel as though older generations value 

communication with Millennials, opting to talk to, at, or about younger members rather 

than with them. The most pleasant interactions for Millennials appear to be with those 

who are younger, because participants know that if they cannot make an impact with 

older generations, they can certainly influence future ones in a positive manner. 

Pastors are an important key to understanding the way in which Millennials 

communicate their identity across all layers. Their teaching and preaching of sound 

doctrine (using parables, relevant scriptures, real world examples, and prayer) is 

perceived as strengthening Millennials’ “Christ(ian) first” personal identity. Recall a 

Baptist male participant, age 27, who sought out a church whose pastor preached 

biblically sound messages, even if it made members uncomfortable. Another Baptist male 

participant, age 25, said his pastor "does a good job of relating messages from the Bible 

and using real-world examples instead of just lecturing from the scriptures." According to 
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participants, clarity in the doctrine, as well as in the norms of the church (relational and 

communal, church and denomination), can help Millennials feel more comfortable and 

confident about enacting their Christian identities in predominantly Black churches.  

Communal layer. The communal layer involves informal or formal organizational 

and group membership with those who share a similar identity (Hecht, 1993). A church's 

communal reputation creates an initial impression for newcomers, and relational 

interactions leave the lasting impact and can hinder or foster positive views of oneself 

and enacting one's identity. Participants in this study expressed concern regarding how 

others would perceive their church, especially due to stereotypes, negativity, or heavy 

emphases on race. In essence, participants view their churches as a reflection of 

themselves. Their comments suggest that Millennials do not expect churches to be 

perfect, but they do expect positivity at church and for those who are aware of and 

mention negative aspects to work to address concerns, rather than complain or gossip 

about church-relevant issues.  

Enacted layer. The enacted layer aligns with performed behavior, such as clothing 

attire, speech, and other actions (Hecht, 1993). The data suggest that Millennials desire 

that their churches equip them to successfully engage in their enacted layer. This includes 

understanding what it means biblically to be a follower of Christ and moving beyond just 

inviting friends and coworkers to church to interacting with those from diverse 

backgrounds inside the church and evangelizing to those outside of it. Participants said 

that a young age does not disqualify them from being a Christian or serving God through 

church activities, and an older person's age does not automatically qualify them. This 
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finding coincides with the Millennial research (discussed in the literature review) that 

suggests Millennials are not afraid to question authority if they believe they can provide 

valuable input. Practices and traditions based on unsound doctrine constrain them, and 

"feel good" messages and church as entertainment were not appreciated. 

Interracial communication. Participants reported being conscious of racial 

difference in their Christian interactions. For Black Millennial participants, this 

awareness of race is more focused on the need for diversity and multiculturalism in 

present-day society, rather than a reflection on the history of Black churches' origins in 

slavery and the role of Black churches in the Jim Crow era. The data suggest that 

messages acknowledging the struggles that Blacks face are not wrong, but highlighting 

racial differences can lead to division in a religious group of people (Christians) who 

need unity. These findings are similar to research that indicates how Millennials are the 

most ethnically diverse generation (Hlavinka, 2013), value diversity and inclusion more 

often than older generations (Ford, Jenkins, & Oliver, 2011), and do not have as fixed 

ethnic and racial boundaries as older age cohorts (Howe & Strauss, 2000; Twenge, 2006; 

Glass, 2007). 

Identity gaps and intergenerational communication. Intergenerational 

interactions provide the context for much of participants' experiences with identity gaps. 

It is important to recall that participants focused on their personal interactions with other 

generations, rather than speaking on behalf of the Millennial generation; in other words, 

they referred to their interactions based on younger and older age groups rather than by 

specific generational cohort group (e.g., Baby Boomers, Silent Generation). According to 
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Greenberg (2008), Millennials believe that their generation holds particular beliefs, 

attitudes, and experiences that differ from earlier generations. Based on participants' 

responses, they view themselves as valuing innovation and contemporary worship styles, 

while older generations value holding on to tradition, even if that means "we are not 

setup for things of success," according to a CME participant. This participant's earlier 

statements regarding making his church more marketable without requiring a long 

approval process align with Bradley's (2010) finding that Millennials dislike one-way 

communication as it relates to marketing. Furthermore, participants believed that older 

church members valued their own opinions more than they valued the opinions of 

younger and newer members. Recall the nondenominational participant who stated, 

"instead of implementing the same stuff, why don’t you implement how it was run?", 

referring to a need for teamwork, intergenerational collaboration, and serious planning, 

rather than repetitive practices. This aligns with Bradley's (2010) suggestion of two ways 

to engage Millennials in organizations: open collaboration and frequent exploration of 

new ways to evolve. 

These discrepancies in values can create identity gaps for participants, when the 

older generations place obligations on participants (obligation vs. choice subtheme), 

expect them to understand values without providing additional insight (caught vs. taught 

subtheme), and require them to enact their religious identities according to their preferred 

traditions, rules, and norms (freedom vs. constraint subtheme). Four key identity gaps 

emerged from the data. To summarize, when participants act in ways that conform 

(enacted) to the views of others and how they think participants should be (relational), 
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participants feel inauthentic because they cannot be themselves (personal). Participants 

identify as Black/African-American (personal), but do not see themselves as part of the 

collective body of historically or predominantly Black churches (communal). Even 

though participants view themselves as Christians first (personal), their attendance at a 

predominantly Black church (communal) sometimes leads others (Christians or non-

Christians) in their personal life to assume that they do not welcome other races to their 

church (relational), which makes inviting those of other races more difficult (enacted). 

Lastly, when participants perform (enacted) out of obligation, without purpose or 

relevance to their lives, without clear and biblical guidance, or according to rules and 

norms that restrict their free expression and worship, they no longer feel authentic 

(personal). 

Limitation  

This study fills a need in (inter)generational and religious communication by 

exploring the experiences of Black/African American Millennials in predominantly Black 

churches and seeing the relationships between religious and ethnic identity and religious 

affiliation. Although this research provides new insight into this area of communication, 

it does have some limitations. While the qualitative method's strength is in its focus on 

residents of Alabama and the intentional recruitment of balanced male/female and 

older/younger Millennial participants from different groups of church membership (e.g., 

pastor, pastor’s family, new members, long-term members), these same strengths also 

come with potential limitations. Below I specify the study’s limitations for each method 

used. 
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Quantitative method limitation. Low participation rates for immigrants and 

members of the LGBT community is a limitation of the quantitative method. Because the 

variable "Under Age 18, Frequency of Attendance at Black Churches” was not normally 

distributed, it was not appropriate to run statistical tests that could determine whether 

growing up in predominantly Black churches had any significant relationship to variables 

such as religious identity and ethnic identity. The same limitation applies to those who 

chose to attend and remain attending predominantly Black churches because most of the 

attendees in their congregations were Black, since these variables were not distributed 

normally. One reason for this may be that the questions were worded so similarly that 

participants had difficulty distinguishing differences between the options. It was also 

difficult to recruit participants who attended non-Black churches or who did not identify 

as Baptist.  

There were gaps in the data because of the questions left blank. This resulted in 

missing values and gaps in the data that could not be addressed. For example, one 

question listed 19 church volunteer/paid positions. Perhaps asking participants to share 

the number of activities they participated in would have been more effective. Some 

questions were not worded as clearly, or were more difficult for participants to 

understand. For example, some survey respondents expressed confusion regarding the 

scale options in answering Multi-Religion Identity Measure item "God is not real to me" 

(reverse coded). Another limitation is that all participants in the quantitative study were 

college students, and all were residents of southern states. This is a limitation because 

there may be important cultural norms or practices, such as attendance at predominantly 
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Black churches, in this area of the United States that are not present in other parts of the 

country.  

Qualitative method limitation. Many participants grew up in the church and had 

their family in key positions (e.g., senior pastor, church leadership, multiple committees, 

long-time members) at the church. Therefore, there might be particular experiences that 

those who grew up in Black churches or fulfill specific leadership roles have that are not 

the same as those who are lay members or grew up in non-Black churches or no church 

and religion at all. Also, none of the participants openly identified as being lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, or transgender. Research indicates that this particular group has specific 

experiences in Black churches, serving in leadership while pastors openly preach against 

homosexuality or same-sex attraction across the pulpit (Miller, 2007).  

No participants were immigrants. In addition, there might be notable differences 

in the experiences of Black Millennials not recruited for this study. For example, there 

are Black Millennials from the Caribbean or other nations who do not have the same 

ancestry of enslaved African descendants and yet attend a predominantly Black church. 

Research should explore how these groups conceptualize race and its role in 

predominantly Black churches. With immigration and internationalization being a key 

part of the United States' economy, government, and social sphere, immigrants and 

sojourners comprise an essential group to study in regards to their religious experiences 

in the United States. In addition, I only interviewed one member of the Jehovah's 

Witnesses faith, so I was unable to verify his belief that his denomination would not find 

the label "the Black Church" appropriate despite the racial composition of a congregation. 
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Another limitation is that 20 of the 24 participants in the qualitative study had some 

college education. This means that the demographic tapped included fewer people 

without such background. Finally, all participants in the qualitative study were residents 

of Alabama. A majority (60%) of interview participants were Baptist or Methodist. This 

characteristic is similar to the denominational composition of the adults in Alabama's 

historically Black churches, with approximately 88 percent Baptist or Methodist 

(Wormald, 2015). However, it is also important to note that considering the high numbers 

of Baptist and Methodist participants, findings may reflect the views associated with 

those in Baptist or Methodist congregations more than those of other denominational 

affiliations. 

Recommendations 

The following is a synthesis of the results that can guide those at predominantly 

Black churches in applying information from the various emerging themes of this study 

to their interactions with Millennials: Intentionally focus on Christ and community 

(beyond church walls and same-race interactions) through actions that edify the whole 

person and fulfill life's purpose. Focus on Christ through teaching and preaching with 

sound doctrine without attempts at pacifying members out of fear of who wants to hear 

biblical truths. Intentionality requires proactive and well thought-out plans, rather than 

solely reactive ideas, for how to embrace Millennials and help them grow as individuals 

and members of their Christian community.  

Churches should continue to find ways to integrate the lives of their Millennial 

members with church involvement, helping them to "find their niche." Be mindful of how 
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those who are already members, have been members for a while, or who have relatives in 

the church have different needs, interests, and expectations than guests at your church. 

With only four participants mentioning technology, the qualitative data suggest Mosby's 

(2014) and Houston's (2015) findings that churches should focus less on adding new 

programs and technology to address problems with engaging this generation, as 

Millennials are more concerned about discussing problems and topics that are important 

to them and feeling as though their churches listen to them. I also recommend that 

churches acknowledge the personal layer and avowed identities of their Millennials, 

while consistently focusing on enhancing intergenerational relationships and the 

communal aspects of their churches, before trying to introduce or incorporate new 

activities.  

Taking into account research on generational communication preferences 

regarding method of communication, it is clear that there are similarities and differences 

based on perceived importance, needs, and gratifications. Where those views on 

importance (praising, honoring, and serving God), needs (support), and gratification 

(feeling a sense of belonging) overlap is where generations, denominations, and 

races/ethnicities can come together to bridge the gaps. This helps to minimize the out-

group vs. in-group dynamic that can emerge when Millennials feel their choices are more 

contemporary and exciting and older generations view it as secular or worldly and a 

threat to ongoing tradition.  

How can churches pass down traditions "properly" without explaining their 

purpose to new generations? Although oral story telling might have been a part of early 
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Black Church history, it is not as common or similar in the Millennial experience, at least 

in comparison to the rich detail Blacks would use when explaining and describing their 

history to younger generations decades ago. Millennials do not want solely segmented 

and personalized activities, but collaboration amongst generations.  

The interviews suggested that musical collaborations can provide insight into how 

to bridge gaps between older generations and young people like Millennials. Aspects 

such as gospel music and Black history or historically Black church traditions most 

directly relate to Black/African Americans when compared to other races/ethnicities.  On 

the one hand, according to participants, the type of music used in a church can serve as a 

distinguishing factor among generations and racial groups. On the other hand, because 

music spans across generations and racial groups, churches can find ways to use music to 

collaborate and build relationships, rather than having solely isolated events or activities 

for various generations. For example, a female AME participant shared how her church 

has a special choir (youth, elders, men's, and women's) sing every Sunday and a mass 

choir on every fifth Sunday that combines all choirs. This was an opportunity for those 

from different generations to interact with one another and those from the opposite sex 

based on commonalities and differences. It may be important for leaders of these groups 

to integrate rather than simply alternate between music styles or, even more broadly, 

forms of expression and worship. All generations have a responsibility to initiate 

collaboration, especially since younger generations are the future and Millennials can 

help bridge that gap through older members mentoring them in order to be an example 

for the children. 
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Participants' comments also suggest that emphasizing racial in-groups and out-

groups or creating racial dichotomies (ex: Black or White) can cause others to feel 

isolated and excluded. Leadership’s clear explanations of meaningful, biblical, and 

historical traditions of Black churches relevant to the Black/African American experience 

may strengthen Millennials’ racial/ethnic identity in a way that does not contradict their 

“Christ(ian) first” identity by overemphasizing race. In regards to diversity and inclusion, 

avoid focusing solely on special days in which people from other races—who are already 

Christians and members of other churches—come visit. Instead, search for ways in which 

the lives of those from various ethnicities who are not Christians or who do not have a 

church "home" intersect with members of your church. This is not to say that events such 

as heritage month celebrations and international cuisine days do not enhance 

multiculturalism, but rather to challenge church leaders to consider the ways in which 

they can direct their diversity initiatives outside of weekly services and toward 

evangelism and changed lives, which are tenants of the Christian faith. The results of this 

study do not guarantee that all emerging themes regarding participants' experiences in 

predominantly Black churches are relevant solely to Black Millennials. 

Half of the participants in the qualitative study made a point to say they enjoyed 

and appreciated the interview, specifically noting how the questions drew them to reflect 

on their experiences more deeply and creatively (e.g., which predominantly White 

churches from their denomination exist in their area, what about them would indicate that 

they attend a predominantly Black church). For participants to acknowledge that they are 

so entrenched in Black churches that sometimes they take that experience for granted, 



167 
 
 
 

and yet acknowledge a pleasure in being a part of phenomenological study, churches 

should understand the need for greater opportunities for Millennials to voice and analyze 

their thoughts, feelings, and opinions. This is especially necessary considering that 

Millennials in this study already feel stuck in the middle between the younger and older 

generations and that sometimes Millennials keep silent out of respect or lack of energy to 

deal with whatever comes from disagreeing with older generations, even when they 

strongly oppose something.  

As far as the communal aspect, pastors should realize that their time in the church 

and any transition (e.g., hiatus, dismissal from senior leadership, location change), as well 

as how the congregation responds to that change, will have an impact on Millennials. 

This change will require a proactive initiative to make sure that Millennials have an outlet 

to express how they feel and have guidance on how to move forward in the midst of the 

transition. In light of social identity theory, it makes sense that participants express pride 

in group affiliation (communal layer) and being associated with something much greater 

than themselves. However, this can create a subtle form of in-group/out-groups when 

comparing denominations.  

Taking a phenomenological approach to understanding Millennials in Black 

churches is key to allowing Millennials to describe, explain, and interpret their own 

experiences in context, as well as how they would like to address these experiences, 

without relying on leadership or older generations to do it for them. In other words, 

churches must not assume that because Millennials do not express a joy or concern 

regarding their church that those attitudes do not exist. Churches should ask their 
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Millennial members to think about the interview questions in this study. Religious 

communicators and church leaders can also offer Millennials prompts for Millennials to 

capture their experiences. 

Implications and Future Research Direction 

When reflecting on statistics that indicate how Millennials are the most diverse 

and racially/ethnically open-minded generation, the following questions emerge: What is 

the future of the Black Church if a depoliticized discourse of multiculturalism dominates 

among Millennials? In addition, taking into account U.S. history and the resurgence of 

racism and White supremacy in U.S. politics, is the Black Church and consciousness 

about racial politics in America still desperately needed? Future research should continue 

to explore inter- and intra-racial communication in various types of churches. Just 

because Black Millennials do not mind non-Black members at their church, does not 

mean that other generations do not mind. During the interviews, I noticed that 

participants emphasized more direct experiences with visiting non-Black congregations, 

but more hypothetical situations of non-Blacks attending their church (e.g., "If a White 

person came to my church, I don't think I would have a problem with it."). It is important 

to ask whether non-Black Millennials feel comfortable in predominantly Black churches. 

This indicates a need for future research to study similarities and differences that exist 

between Blacks in non-Black churches and non-Blacks in predominantly Black churches.  

Researchers should use the communication theory of identity to explore Cornel 

West's description of the African-American experience as “self-realization of 

individuality within community” (as cited in Dawson, 1994, pp. 99-100) as it relates to 
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the potential dialectical tensions of Millennials in the Black Church wanting to be a part 

of predominantly or historically Black churches while simultaneously wanting to 

embrace more individualistic aspects of Christianity. The ways in which this possible 

tension contributes to strengthening or weakening their Black Church identity is also an 

important aspect of understanding the relationship between identity gaps and the need for 

authentic expression of one's religious identity.  

Future research should also explore differences in other states and regions. For 

example, 16 percent of the adult population in Alabama attends a historically Black 

Protestant church in comparison to California, where two percent of the adult population 

attends a historically Black Protestant church (Wormald, 2015). Other areas of the Deep 

South can provide evidence as to whether similarities exist from this region, particularly 

in regards to race relations. More ethnically diverse areas such as California and Florida 

can provide insight as to possible differences in the experiences of Black Millennials in 

predominantly Black churches. This aligns with Drummond and Orbe's (2008) suggestion 

that researchers should seek to understand how differences in geographical locations 

affect what it means to be Black in the United States.  

To study differences among Black Millennials in churches, future research should 

intentionally recruit participants who did not grow up in predominantly Black churches 

and now attend, as well as those who grew up in predominantly Black churches and no 

longer choose to attend them. According to Biggs et al. (2011), intergenerational 

relationships within families have an important affect on intergenerational 

communication at the social level (p. 1114). Considering that a majority of the qualitative 
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participants attended church with several of their families, future research should explore 

the relationship between attending church with family members and intergenerational 

communication in church settings. Future research in this area should also address in 

more detail which traditions and practices Millennials consider important and valuable. 

In regards to the communication theory of identity, as well as this study's findings 

relevant to identity gaps, it is apparent that identity gaps are not just inconsistencies in 

identity that initiate within an individual; these gaps become more salient based on the 

relational layer and others' ascribed identities of the individual. The relational layer plays 

an important role in the identity gaps participants experience because it connects the 

personal layer to the enacted and communal layers. For example, communal identities 

form and are validated by interpersonal relationships, and others witness one's enacted 

layer and ascribe traits to the individual based on those interpersonal interactions. This 

aligns with the finding of Hecht et al. (2003) that group membership is both objective 

(ascribed by the culture) and subjective (avowed), creating a dialectical tension that is 

typically more apparent than either the objective or subjective aspect alone. Overall, 

identity gaps relevant to one's religious identity symbolize inauthenticity, and 

participants' responses suggested that it is the relational layer that plays a key role in 

understanding and minimizing discrepancies between and among layers. Future research 

can examine the significance of the relational layer in understanding identity gaps. 

Conclusion 

Rather than abandon organized religion for individualistic spirituality, participants 

attempt to reshape their spirituality in terms of an “authentic” experience of community 
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in the Body of Christ (without a focus on dogma, dress, status, race, etc.). Where 

participants attend church is a reflection of themselves, and authenticity drives all layers 

of identity. Identity gaps mainly occur in the context of inter-generational communication 

(relational layer) and more specifically the passing down and use of traditions (enacted 

layer). Participants do not see themselves as a part of the collective body of Black 

churches and do not attend predominantly Black churches based on race/ethnicity; 

however, they value being a part of congregations that understand the Black experience, 

as long as that does not exclude those from other races. Sound doctrine, relevant sermons, 

a “Christ first” approach, and genuine relationships with older generations help 

participants to enact their religious identities in a way that Giddens (1991) views as 

"being true to oneself" (p. 78). 
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APPENDIX A 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR SURVEYS 

 

860219-2 The Millennial Experience in Religion 

 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES This research is being conducted to study why 

Millennials (those born between 1981 and 1997) attend certain churches. If you decide to 

participate, you will be asked to complete a survey online, which should take no more 

than 10-15 minutes. You may take this survey from any computer with a high-speed 

Internet connection.     

 

RISKS There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research.       

 

BENEFITS There are no benefits to you as a participant other than to further research on 

religious communication.       

 

CONFIDENTIALITY  The data in this study will be confidential. Names and other 

identifiers will not be placed on surveys or other research data. While it is understood that 

nothing can be perfectly secure, reasonable efforts will be made to protect the 

confidentiality of your responses.      

 

PARTICIPATION  You must be 18 years of age or older to participate. Your 

participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for any 

reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no 
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penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  There are no costs to you 

or any other party.      

 

CONTACT This research is being conducted by Ashley Thomas of the Department of 

Communication at George Mason University. She may be reached at 

[athoma38@gmu.edu] for questions or to report a research-related problem. You may 

also contact faculty adviser Dr. Mark Hopson at 703-993-4414. You may contact the 

George Mason University Office of Research Integrity & Assurance at 703-993-4121 if 

you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant in the research.  

This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures 

governing your participation in this research.     

 

CONSENT I have read this form, all of my questions have been answered by the 

research staff, and I agree to participate in this study. 

o! Yes 

o! No 
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APPENDIX B 

QUANTITATIVE SURVEY 

Q1 My ethnicity is... (click all that apply) 
"! Asian or Asian American, including Chinese, Japanese, and others 
"! Black or African American, including Caribbean, African, and others 
"! Hispanic or Latino, including Mexican American, Central American, and others 
"! White, Caucasian, Anglo, and/or European American; not Hispanic 
"! American Indian/Native American 
"! Other (specify) ____________________ 
 
Q2 Before age 18, what religion(s) were you? Click all that apply. 
"! Christian 
"! Catholic 
"! Mormon 
"! Orthodox (e.g., Greek or Russian Orthodox) 
"! Jewish 
"! Muslim 
"! Buddhist 
"! Hindu 
"! Sikh 
"! Atheist 
"! Agnostic 
"! Something else (Specify) ____________________ 
"! Nothing in particular 
 
Q3 On average, before age 18 how often did you attend Christian churches? 
"! Never 
"! Rarely 
"! Sometimes 
"! Often 
"! Always 
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Q4 On average, before age 18 how often were the members at the Christian churches you 
attended mostly Black or African-American? 
"! Never 
"! Rarely 
"! Sometimes 
"! Often 
"! Always 
 
Q5 What religion are you now? 
"! Christian 
"! Catholic 
"! Mormon 
"! Orthodox (e.g., Greek or Russian Orthodox) 
"! Jewish 
"! Muslim 
"! Buddhist 
"! Hindu 
"! Sikh 
"! Atheist 
"! Agnostic 
"! Something else (Specify) ____________________ 
"! Nothing in particular 
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Q6 What denomination are you? 
"! Baptist 
"! African Methodist Episcopal (AME) 
"! African Methodist Episcopal Zion (AME Zion) 
"! Christian Methodist Episcopal (CME) 
"! Lutheran 
"! Presbyterian 
"! Methodist 
"! Pentecostal 
"! Assemblies of God 
"! Non-Denominational 
"! Other (Specify) ____________________ 
"! Seventh-Day Adventist 
"! Jehovah's Witness 
 
Q7 On average, about how many times have you attended a worship service during the 
past year? 
"! None 
"! About once or twice a year 
"! About once or twice every three months 
"! About once a month 
"! About two or three times a month 
"! Four times a month or more 
 
Q8 Do you currently attend a church/house of worship? 
"! Yes 
"! No, but I am looking for a church/house of worship to attend 
"! No, and I am not looking for a church/house of worship to attend 
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Q9 How many churches/houses of worship do you attend? 
"! 1 
"! 2 
"! 3 or more 
 
Q10 What is the religion of the church/house of worship you currently attend (or attend 
the most)? 
"! Christian 
"! Catholic 
"! Mormon 
"! Orthodox (e.g., Greek or Russian Orthodox) 
"! Jewish 
"! Muslim 
"! Buddhist 
"! Hindu 
"! Sikh 
"! Atheist 
"! Agnostic 
"! Something else (Specify) ____________________ 
"! Nothing in particular 
 
Q11 What is the denomination of the church you currently attend (or attend the most)? 
"! Baptist 
"! African Methodist Episcopal (AME) 
"! African Methodist Episcopal Zion (AME Zion) 
"! Christian Methodist Episcopal (CME) 
"! Lutheran 
"! Presbyterian 
"! Methodist 
"! Pentecostal 
"! Assemblies of God 
"! Non-Denominational 
"! Other (Specify) ____________________ 
"! Seventh-Day Adventist 
"! Jehovah's Witness 
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Q12 How often do you attend this church/house of worship? 
"! Not applicable 
"! About once or twice a year 
"! About once or twice every three months 
"! About once a month 
"! About two or three times a month 
"! Four times a month or more 
 
Q13 Are you a member of the church/house of worship you attend the most? 
"! Yes 
"! No, but I am considering becoming a member 
"! No, and I am not considering becoming a member 
 
Q14 Length of Attendance and Membership 

 Years Months 
How long have you been 
attending your church/ 

house of worship? (If you 
do not attend, put 0 years 

and 0 months.) 

  

How long have you been a 
member of your church/ 

house of worship? (If you 
are not a member, put 0 

years and 0 months.) 

  

 
 
Q15 Are most of the people at the church/house of worship you attend (or attend the 
most) Black or African-American? 
"! I do not attend a church/house of worship 
"! Yes 
"! No 
"! Maybe 
 



179 
 
 
 

Q16 What is the racial/ethnic make-up of the church/house of worship you attend (or 
attend the most)? (Must total 100%). 
______ Black or African-American, 
______ White, Caucasian, Anglo, European-American (not Hispanic) 
______ Hispanic or Latino 
______ Asian or Asian American 
______ Bi-racial or Multi-racial 
______ Other 
 
Q17   

 Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree 
nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

One of the 
main things 

that drew me 
to the 

church/house 
of worship I 
attend is that 
most of the 
people there 
are Black or 

African 
American. 

"!  "!  "!  "!  "!  "!  "!  

One of the 
main reasons 
I still attend 

this 
church/house 
of worship is 
that most of 
the people 
there are 
Black or 
African 

American. 

"!  "!  "!  "!  "!  "!  "!  

 
 



180 
 
 
 

Q18 Which of the following social media sites does the church/house of worship you 
attend (or attend the most) use? Click all that apply. 
"! YouTube 
"! Facebook 
"! Twitter 
"! Instagram 
"! Pinterest 
"! LinkedIn 
"! Snapchat 
"! Periscope 
"! Other ____________________ 
"! None of the above 
"! I'm not sure 
 
Q19 Does the church/house of worship you attend (or attend the most) have a website? 
"! Yes 
"! No 
"! I'm not sure 
 
Q20 On average, how many people attend a regular, weekly worship service (e.g., mass, 
Sunday morning service, etc.) at this church/house of worship?     
"! 0-50 
"! 51-100 
"! 101-200 
"! 201-500 
"! 501-1000 
"! 1001-2000 
"! 2001 or more 
 
Q21 How many people or families have you invited to visit or join this church/house of 
worship in the past year? 
"! None 
"! One 
"! Two 
"! Three 
"! Four or more 
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Q22 How many of your closest friends attend this church/house of worship? 
"! None 
"! One 
"! Two 
"! Three 
"! Four or more 
 
Q23 How many of your family members attend this church/house of worship? 
"! None 
"! One 
"! Two 
"! Three 
"! Four or more 
 
Q24 How often do your parents attend this church/house of worship? 
"! Never 
"! About once or twice a year 
"! About once or twice every three months 
"! About once a month 
"! About two or three times a month 
"! Four times a month or more 
 
Q25 Are your parent(s) members of the church/house of worship you attend (or attend the 
most)? 
"! Yes 
"! No 
"! I'm not sure 
 
Q26 How long have your parent(s) been members of your church/house of worship? 

 Years Months 
How long have your 

parent(s) been members of 
your church? (If they are 
not members, put 0 years 

and 0 months). 
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Q27 Overall, in the past few years, has your involvement in your church/house of 
worship's activities increased, decreased, or remained about the same? 
"! Greatly increased 
"! Somewhat increased 
"! Remained about the same 
"! Somewhat decreased 
"! Greatly decreased 
"! I do not attend a church or house of worship. 
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Q28 Which of the following organizations, committees, and/or groups are you a part of at 
your church? Click all that apply. 

 Volunteer Paid Not applicable 
Praise and 

Worship/Choir "!  "!  "!  

Hospitality "!  "!  "!  
Outreach "!  "!  "!  

Buildings and 
Grounds (ex: 

parking, 
maintenance, etc.) 

"!  "!  "!  

Sunday School "!  "!  "!  
Usher "!  "!  "!  

Deacon "!  "!  "!  
Children's Ministry "!  "!  "!  

Youth Ministry "!  "!  "!  
College Ministry "!  "!  "!  

Women's Ministry "!  "!  "!  
Men's Ministry "!  "!  "!  

Musician "!  "!  "!  
Prayer Ministry "!  "!  "!  

Leader (What type of 
leader, ex: elder, 
director, pastor) 

"!  "!  "!  

Finance "!  "!  "!  
Dance Ministry "!  "!  "!  

Media and 
Technology "!  "!  "!  

Other (specify) "!  "!  "!  
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Q31 My father's ethnicity is... (click all that apply) 
"! Asian or Asian American, including Chinese, Japanese, and others 
"! Black or African American, including Caribbean, African, and others 
"! Hispanic or Latino, including Mexican American, Central American, and others 
"! White, Caucasian, Anglo, and/or European American; not Hispanic 
"! American Indian/Native American 
"! Other (specify) ____________________ 
"! Prefer not to answer 
 
Q32 My mother's ethnicity is... (click all that apply) 
"! Asian or Asian American, including Chinese, Japanese, and others 
"! Black or African American, including Caribbean, African, and others 
"! Hispanic or Latino, including Mexican American, Central American, and others 
"! White, Caucasian, Anglo, and/or European American; not Hispanic 
"! American Indian/Native American 
"! Other (specify) ____________________ 
"! Prefer not to answer 
 
Q33 Age: How old are you? 
 
Q34 What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? If currently 
enrolled, highest degree received. 
"! Less than a high school diploma or the equivalent (ex: GED) 
"! High school graduate, diploma or the equivalent (ex: GED) 
"! Some college credit, no degree 
"! Trade/technical/vocational training 
"! Associate degree 
"! Bachelor's degree 
"! Master's degree 
"! Professional degree (ex: PhD, JD, MD) 
 
Q35 Are you currently a student? 
"! Yes 
"! No 
 
Q36 Are you in college? 
"! Yes 
"! No 
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Q37 Which college or university do you attend? 
 
Q38 Are you an official member of any of the following historically Black fraternities or 
sororities? 
"! Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. 
"! Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. 
"! Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity, Inc. 
"! Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, Inc. 
"! Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc. 
"! Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity, Inc. 
"! Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, Inc. 
"! Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority, Inc. 
"! Iota Phi Theta Fraternity, Inc. 
"! None 
 
Q39 Have you ever attended a predominantly Black college or university? 
"! Yes 
"! No 
"! I'm not sure 
 
Q40 What is your gender? 
"! Male 
"! Female 
"! Transgender 
"! Other 
"! Prefer not to answer 
 
Q41 What was your (assigned) gender status at birth?  
"! Male 
"! Female 
"! Other (please specify) ____________________ 
"! Prefer not to answer 
 
Q42 Which of the following best describes your sexual orientation? 
"! Heterosexual 
"! Homosexual 
"! Bisexual 
"! Other 
"! Prefer not to say 
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Q43 What is your martial status? 
"! Single, never married 
"! Married or domestic partnership 
"! Widowed 
"! Divorced 
"! Separated 
 
Q44 Click all that apply. Employment Status: Are your currently...? 
"! Employed for wages 
"! Self-employed 
"! Out of work and looking for work 
"! Out of work but not currently looking for work 
"! A homemaker 
"! Military 
"! Unable to work 
"! None of the above 
 
Q45 Approximately how much does your family household contribute to your 
church/house of worship per year? (If single or widowed, you as an individual?) 
"! Under $200 
"! $200-599 
"! $600-999 
"! $1000-1499 
"! $1500-2499 
"! $2500-3499 
"! $3500-4999 
"! $5000-7499 
"! More than $7500 
"! Prefer not to answer 
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Q46 What is your household income range? (If single or widowed, you as an individual?) 
"! Under $10,000 
"! $10,000-$19,999 
"! $20,000-$29,999 
"! $30,000-$39,999 
"! $40,000-$49,999 
"! $50,000-$74,999 
"! $75,000-$99,999 
"! $100,000-$150,000 
"! Over $150,000 
"! Prefer not to answer 
 
Q47 Which best describes your household? 
"! One person living alone 
"! A couple without children 
"! One adult with child/children 
"! Two or more adults with child/children 
"! Several adults living in the same household 
 
Q48 What is your political affiliation? 
"! Democrat 
"! Republican 
"! Independent 
"! Other (specify) ____________________ 
"! None 
"! Prefer not to answer 
 
Q49 Use the following scale to rate your political orientation: 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Liberal—

Conservative "!  "!  "!  "!  "!  "!  "!  
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Q50 In which state do you currently live? 
"! Alabama 
"! Alaska 
"! Arizona 
"! Arkansas 
"! California 
"! Colorado 
"! Connecticut 
"! Delaware 
"! District of Columbia 
"! Florida 
"! Georgia 
"! Hawaii 
"! Idaho 
"! Illinois 
"! Indiana 
"! Iowa 
"! Kansas 
"! Kentucky 
"! Louisiana 
"! Maine 
"! Maryland 
"! Massachusetts 
"! Michigan 
"! Minnesota 
"! Mississippi 
"! Missouri 
"! Montana 
"! Nebraska 
"! Nevada 
"! New Hampshire 
"! New Jersey 
"! New Mexico 
"! New York 
"! North Carolina 
"! North Dakota 
"! Ohio 
"! Oklahoma 



189 
 
 
 

"! Oregon 
"! Pennsylvania 
"! Puerto Rico 
"! Rhode Island 
"! South Carolina 
"! South Dakota 
"! Tennessee 
"! Texas 
"! Utah 
"! Vermont 
"! Virginia 
"! Washington 
"! West Virginia 
"! Wisconsin 
"! Wyoming 
"! I do not reside in the United States 
 
Q51 Which of the following best describes the area you live in? 
"! Urban 
"! Rural 
"! Suburban 
 
Q52 Are one or both of your parents immigrants to the U.S.? 
"! Yes 
"! No 
"! Prefer not to answer 
 
Q53 Are you an immigrant to the U.S.? 
"! Yes 
"! No 
"! Prefer not to answer 
 
Q54 What is one word or phrase that describes your overall experience in or with 
predominantly Black or African American churches? Please explain. 
 
Q55 What do you dislike the most about predominantly Black or African American 
churches? 
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Q56 What do you like the most about predominantly Black or African American 
churches? 
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APPENDIX C 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS 

860219-2 The Millennial Experience in the Black Church 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

This research is being conducted to study why Millennials, those ages 18-35, choose to 

attend certain churches. If you agree to participate, the interviewer will ask you a set of 

questions. This should take no more than 45 minutes to one hour. This interview will be 

audio taped using a voice recorder or other electronic tool for audio recording. This is to 

ensure accurate collection of your responses. If you do not feel comfortable with being 

audio taped, you can withdraw at any time.  

 

RISKS 

There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research. 

  

BENEFITS 

There are no benefits to you as a participant other than to further research on religious 

communication.  

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

The data in this study will be confidential. Names and other identifiers will not be 

associated with the interview transcripts. While it is understood that nothing can be 

perfectly secure, reasonable efforts will be made to protect the confidentiality of your 

responses. The audio recordings of the interview will be stored on student computers only 
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until transcriptions are complete and will be destroyed after seven years. Only the 

interviewer will have access to the recording.  

 

PARTICIPATION 

You must be 18 years of age or older to participate. Your participation is voluntary, and 

you may withdraw from the study at any time and for any reason. If you decide not to 

participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no penalty or loss of benefits to 

which you are otherwise entitled.  There are no costs to you or any other party. 

 

CONTACT 

This research is being conducted by Ashley Thomas of the Department of 

Communication at George Mason University. She may be reached at 

[athoma38@gmu.edu] for questions or to report a research-related problem. You may 

also contact faculty adviser Dr. Mark Hopson at 703-993-4414. You may contact the 

George Mason University Office of Research Integrity & Assurance at 703-993-4121 if 

you have questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant in the research. 

 

This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures 

governing your participation in this research. 
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APPENDIX D 

SCRIPT FOR SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 

INTRODUCTION SCRIPT 

Hello, I’m Ashley Thomas from the Department of Communication at George 

Mason University. Thank you for agreeing to being a part of this project. I’m really 

interested in learning about your experience with historically or predominantly Black 

churches. There are no right or wrong answers to any of my questions, and I don’t have 

set answers in mind. Anything you can share with me is helpful. We can stop at any time, 

and you do not have to answer anything you do not feel comfortable with. This interview 

should take about 45 minutes to one hour, and I’ll take notes to make sure I remember 

what we discuss. First, I would like to go over the consent form, if that’s ok? 

 

CONSENT SCRIPT FOR INTERVIEW VIA PHONE OR WEBCAM 

You already received a copy of the consent form via email and took time to read 

it. Do you have any questions about anything? Based on the information in the consent 

form, do you agree to being a part of this interview? Do you agree to being audiotaped?  

 

CONSENT SCRIPT FOR FACE-TO-FACE INTERVIEW 

You already received a copy of the consent form/Here is a copy of the consent 

form. If you have not already, please take a moment to read it and let me know if you 

have any questions or do not understand something. Do you have any questions about 

anything? At the end you will mark if you agree to being a part of this interview and if 

you agree to our interview being audiotaped. Then, if you have not already, you will sign 

the document.  
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Warm up question: How long have you been a member of your church? Is this your 

parents’ church? 

 

THE CONVERSATIONAL / INTERVIEW GUIDE  

1.! Please describe to me about being a member of a historically or predominantly 

Black church. 

!! How does that make you feel? 

2.! How does your individual church fit into the overall Black Church? 

3.! How long have you been a part of the Black Church? 

4.! Why are you a member -- what significance does this membership hold for 

you...what larger meaning if any does it serve in your life? 

!! Can you elaborate? 

5.! What significance does this membership hold for you? 

6.! Tell me about how you came to be a member of the Black Church. 

!! What else can you remember about this time? 

7.! If you could use one word or phrase to describe your experience in the Black 

Church, what would it be? 

!! What made you choose this word or phrase? 

!! Any other words or phrases? 

8.! What do you do that symbolizes to your self and others that you are a part of the 

Black Church? 

!! How does that make you feel? 

!! Is this typical for you? 

!! What makes you do this? 

9.! In your opinion, how would you describe the Black Church? 

 

POSSIBLE FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS:  

1.! What do you mean by [word or phrase given in Question 7]? 

2.! What is your perception of the Black church? 
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3.! How does that compare to your perception or experience with other churches? 

4.! What examples can you give of your most positive experiences in the Black 

Church? 

5.! What examples can you give of your least positive experiences in the Black 

Church? 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS 

1.! What is your gender? 

2.! What is your age? 

3.! What is your race/ethnicity? 

4.! What city, state, and country are you from? 

 

SCRIPT FOR CONCLUSION  

Before we wrap and discuss next steps, is there anything more that you feel is important? 

Within the next week, I will email you a word-for-word, typed copy of your interview for 

your feedback and any corrections. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you think of 

any other areas that you would like to add or if you have any questions. 

 

FOLLOW-UP ACTIVITIES 

Email transcripts for correction and send a thank-you note. 
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APPENDIX E 

SAMPLE INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT: NON-PROTESTANT CHRISTIAN 

Joshua—Catholic, age 33 

How long have you been attending your church? 

JOSHUA: I am 33 now. I think, when we were attending two churches and my father is 
at a different predominantly Black church, and my mother has since moved back, so 
probably ever since I was born, honestly. Almost 30 plus years. 

Wow.  

JOSHUA: My parents go to two different churches and they are both predominantly 
Black. 

Okay, but it’s not the one that you attend right now?  

JOSHUA: Yeah. I attend my mother’s church.  So, when my mother kind of branched out 
we went and went to church with her. 

Oh, so now I understand. So, do you consider yourself a member of this church? 

JOSHUA: Yes, I am. 

Can you tell me what it’s like being a member of this church? 

JOSHUA: Okay, it’s great. Majority of the members my age, we all grew up together. 
It's, you know, something that has been with me since I was little.  I take it very seriously 
and I just love the atmosphere. I love the message and everything about the church that I 
go to.   

Okay and how does that make you feel what you just shared with me about your church? 

JOSHUA: It makes me feel good. I know my faith, I am a Christian, and I love the Lord 
and I love Christ, and I love God and everything that has been taught to me. I try to fulfill 
it every day and I hope to try and instill it in my kids. 

And, so you also identify with Catholic. Is that right? 
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JOSHUA: yes. 

Okay and can you tell me what it is like being Catholic? 

JOSHUA: I guess you know, well, considering not, you know not all African Americans 
follow this religion. Me, myself I have no indifference in it. Like I said, I have been a 
Catholic ever since I was born. I’ve been baptized in the Catholic Church. I was 
confirmed in the Catholic Church. I was married in the Catholic Church and so, it’s a part 
of my life.  To me, being raised in the Catholic Church is no different from any other 
religion. We all follow the same teachings and you know the whole concept to me is the 
same. So, you know, dealing with Catechism, you know, to me is all under one roof. To 
be honest with you. 

Do you feel like your church has a relationship with other predominantly Black churches, 
locally, regionally or nationally? 

JOSHUA: Under the term religion or outside? 

Well it could be. Well, lets do both. So, Christian or non-Christian, Catholic or non-
Catholic. 

JOSHUA: Yeah, I don’t anymore, because I really don’t have time, but we do have 
conferences under the same as catechisms with Catholics. They have those conferences 
every year. We all come together. We fellowship. We enjoy each other’s company. And 
so, and in the same sense, outside, I’m not sure if I could recall back in the day, we did 
visit a Baptist church if I’m not mistaken. The choir did. My mother is a part of the choir.  
So, I don’t know if they still do it as today, but as far as Catechism. 

And at your church how does one become a member. If I say "Hey, I want to be a 
member of your church," what is that process or what would that experience look like for 
me? 

JOSHUA: It is not a long process but it takes a little dedication too, of course. You know, 
you let the pastor know that you want to be a part of the church and then from there, it's 
kind of hard as an adult, if I’m not mistaken. You have to take a class, if I can remember. 
My mother was not Catholic when she married my father, and I think when I was around 
10 or 11 she decided she wanted to be a Catholic and I believe it was two days out of the 
week, a 2-hour course and pretty much it's another way for confirmation.  Confirmation 
is pretty much as you are declaring yourself in the Catholic Church and that’s pretty 
much what she did in the adult form, but you had to go to class.  It was no, not 
necessarily no testing for the most part. You have to put some effort, you know, like the 
old traditional way. You go to church and people accept you. It’s the same concept, but 
Catholic is a little different because you have to learn what it is all about and what you 
are getting yourself into so you can. Once you finish the class they kind of give you like 
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an honor’s day when you are in church. They sit you in the front with all white and you 
sit before God and you declare that you want to be a part of this religion and so it’s pretty 
neat and it’s been so long since I can remember one, but that’s kind of the concept.  

So, okay and so, how old were you when you became a member? 

JOSHUA: Usually when you are confirmed as an adult or when you are a teenager, so, 
we went through confirmation class in 5th or 6th grade or a little earlier. Early teens. But 
when I became a member, I was baptized in the church, probably kindergarten or first 
grade, as of which when you want to be considered an adult you have to go through 
confirmation. 

And was your experience similar to what you just shared as far as what your mom went 
through to become a member? 

JOSHUA: Yeah.  My particular concept was all kids hanging out being together. We 
always did stuff together as we were growing up, so. 

Anything else you can remember at the time you became a member? Maybe how you 
felt, what emotions were going through your mind, or what led you to doing that? 

JOSHUA: You know, as being a kid, when you are being considered an adult that makes 
everything worthwhile. So you know, going to class we felt like we were trying to be you 
know one of the big kids, because you know that was a span where it was a group of us, 
largest span of kids coming up together, coming up in a church like this.  I think we had 
about 30 of us and maybe another 10 that was two to three years older than us.  When we 
were, you know, confirmed, we felt like we were a part of the adult group so to speak. 

And now, as an adult, what meaning does this hold for you, if any, to be a member of 
your church? 

JOSHUA: To me, accepting the word, you know, for whatever it is for that particular 
Sunday. I am steadfast on my faith, but for the most part I have two that stay with me and 
one that does not, and getting them in the idea of knowing God and having some type of, 
the whole traditional thing.  Now, it’s about trying to get to heaven. So, doing the right 
things and learning the right stuff and getting to the end of this stop and that’s my whole 
deal right now. 

If you could use one word or phrase to describe your experience at a predominantly 
Black church, what would it be? 

JOSHUA: What describes my experience for being at a predominantly Black church like 
this [yes]. I would say living outside the normal Catholic Church.   
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Can you tell me some more, what made you pick that phrase? 

JOSHUA: There is a little bit of a difference between a White Catholic church and a 
predominantly Black church. The fact of for one the choir.  You know, we have a choir 
director that is a composer. He composes music and he uses a lot of faux backgrounds, 
traditional background, traditional African American type music. He uses a lot you know 
all around Black music in terms of delivering the gospel in song. He writes like, he writes 
music. He created CDs. We as a church had a CD out at one point and it was a lot of soul 
in it. It was, I can’t think of any, you know Baptist or just your regular holiness type of 
music, like your Shirley Caesar, Kirk Franklin kind of deal that brought a lot of White 
people that like to visit who are Catholic.  They love to visit our church because the 
music was good and the preaching was good.  We have a, it's outside of the norm, our 
pastor, he graduated from [college] and he is an African American, but he is so smart and 
he is really, really smart and every message he gives, it makes you think. And he gives a 
lot of soul to it and it's not the traditional you just sit there and being a regular pastor 
preaching. He has a lot of energy, and with that that shows and makes a difference, not 
necessarily a huge difference. At the end of the day the process throughout the church, 
throughout mass— we call that mass— it was pretty similar.  You would say that there is 
a night and day kind of difference in music in the way our preacher preaches and a 
predominantly White Catholic Church. You know, it was outside of the norm. It made 
you listen, it made you wake up. You know, I have been to predominantly White 
churches and I follow, you know recently the way a predominantly Black church like 
ours did. I mean it was grooving.  My mother sings in the church, and she has a pretty 
angelic voice and that’s kind of what I like to listen to my mother sing and the songs that 
she sings are not your normal White person songs.  You know, that’s what I meant by 
outside of the norm.  

Are there any other words or phrases that come to mind when you think about 
predominantly black churches, others that you have been too? 

JOSHUA: umm, words or phrases. I would say uplifting.  I mean, again I kind of, I don’t 
want to go through the differences from churches, but you listen to like [church]. I don’t 
know if you are familiar with [that] church in [my city]. I watch that on TV, like my wife 
she is not Catholic yet. I don’t know if she wants to be just yet. We just got married 
probably about [a few years ago].  We have been together for [a while], she’s still under 
her parents' tradition and I have been to her church and I’m up and alert enjoying myself 
and I enjoy myself at my church but the whole idea is uplifting.  You feel what you, you 
know what I’m saying. And you have that feeling man, you know it’s a, it’s a different 
type of whole ordeal and you know it is really uplifting.  It will get your week going. 

What denomination is your wife a part of? 

JOSHUA: My wife is, her mother is [one Protestant denomination], and her dad is [is 
another Protestant denomination]. 
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Okay, have you heard others speak negatively about your church? 

JOSHUA: negatively, maybe in the sense of my friends in high school. You know, at one 
point I went to a Catholic School and then my mother, because she is in education, she 
moved us to another school to make it easier on her, but it was like funny things like why 
you’ll do the sign of a cross and you know, why do you’ll like (...) Mary so much. He’s 
on the virgin Mary so much, and it was kind of like that thing. It wasn’t like they speak 
negatively. I never tend to really get into that debate, you know. You know, supposed to 
obey God and only God, and you’ll always worshipping Mary. They always see you 
worshipping Mary. No that’s not the case. Well, she was a pretty prominent image in this 
whole Jesus thing. We thank her for bringing her son in, but other than that it wasn’t 
anything negative. 

This is another question that has gotten people stuck, or has taken them a minute to 
respond, but is there anything about you that would let someone know that you must go 
to a predominantly Black church? 

JOSHUA: when I say that I’m a Catholic they get surprised. 

Tell me more about that, please. 

JOSHUA: Well you are Black so you are going to go to a Black church. So, when I tell 
them that I go to a Catholic church that is all Black, their eyebrows raise and it’s not that 
many in [my city], and of course there [are only a few] every state or more. You know, 
for us to say that I go to a Catholic Church they say really. But that’s it really. 

But is that a typical response that people give you when they find out? 

JOSHUA: yes and some different responses. 

How does that make you feel? How do you take their response? 

JOSHUA: It’s funny to me because I am used to it growing. I’m pretty used to it, because 
you know we are in God’s house, so, you know you are going to go to a Black church 
cause that’s the stereotype but for them to know that it’s a Catholic Church it takes them 
for a loop sort of speak.  Of course the questions come out. Again, why do you all 
worship Mary? What do you all do at a Catholic Church? 

Going back a little bit, is there anything that you do intentionally to try and let people 
know that you attend predominantly Black church? 

JOSHUA: No, not really.  

Do you also invite people to your church? 
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JOSHUA: I used to. I mean not anymore. I probably invite my in-laws, but not your 
everyday people that you work with.  My boss he is Catholic and to piggy back to the 
negative thing, so, he is a White guy of course and he knows about [my church] and you 
know they always post fun of our running late and that’s a lot of stereotypes and that’s 
kind of true, but it isn't always true. You know how that goes. No, I only invited him one 
time, my boss, but that’s about it. 

Okay, so the times that you used to invite people, what was going on during that time or 
maybe what led you to invite others? 

JOSHUA: Probably like you know, like Easter, that’s a big day.  Easter Sunday is a big 
day because it takes the church to another level. It is very, very colorful that day. Kids get 
balloons and they parade through the church with Easter wagon, and they all have 
balloons and it’s a bright day and everybody’s wearing their best.  Typically, it’s when 
the most people come.  That and probably like Christmas, like mid-night Mass.  We have 
mid-night mass and it starts at 12 and it ends about 1:15 and we are welcoming Jesus into 
the world and what have you, and so that’s the two days that I tend to invite people. 
[okay] Well and somebody’s baptism. 

And who do you typically invite, for instance like colleagues, classmates, old friends? 

JOSHUA: at some point some college friends, co-workers. Yes it was usually those 
groups. 

Okay, now you said it happens less. Do you have any reasons of why, hey right now I’m 
not inviting any people or people compared to before? 

JOSHUA: I don’t know. I work on a (...) from what it used to be and the south concept, 
you have people that I work with and it’s not as welcoming as where I used to work at 
and because of that I focus on my kids, you know. What I’m saying that kind of all I can 
think of in terms of that. 

Thank you for sharing that. Okay, we are talking about predominantly Black churches. 
How aware are of you race? So when you are at church, how often does it come to your 
mind that these people look like me they are Black/African American? 

JOSHUA: It doesn’t happen often.  We have a, like a Catholic college that comes in, you 
know, every so often and usually all of the kids are watching.  That’s when I think about 
it more, and Christmas, we always talk about Kwanzaa in the church and those the only 
times that I think about it. 

So are there any occasions, activities, events that take place during the week other than 
mass, that happen at your church? 
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JOSHUA: you say, any events, weekly events. 

Weekly events, you know how some people may have Bible Study or Choir rehearsal or 
something like that? 

JOSHUA: Yeah, choir rehearsal is usually on Tuesday. I don’t know about the kids' 
rehearsal. I wish I could think of those. I don’t know of anything else other than special 
occasions where we have potlucks. We do potluck dinners, plays, and what have you. 

Okay, and do you plan on attending this church or other predominantly Black churches as 
you get older? 

JOSHUA: Yep, and others. I tend to not say I’m not going anywhere. I said that to my 
wife. I plan on not leaving my church to not go to any other church, you know, attend my 
church and leave my church.  I may visit once and again. I’ve joked with my wife. Like I 
said, she’s still trying to get a feel for this church. She really doesn’t get it for real. For 
now, [all these] years, she’s found a church that her [relative] preaches at, because she is 
not from here.  She tends to go to it since she doesn’t get up that early.  Our church is 
fairly early, but she is always saying are you coming with me? I’ll always so nope, I’m 
not coming with you. I just be messing with her, but the most part, I will always be with 
the predominantly Black church. 

And you said she doesn’t get it. What do you mean by get it exactly? 

JOSHUA: She doesn’t kind of understand the ritual throughout the course of mass and 
she grasps the message but it’s not like how she grew up. We don’t really break it down 
into, I guess. I don’t know for the most part. She says it’s just not like her traditional 
church that she grew up in. 

Okay, I understand.  You already touched on some stereotypes of Black churches. Are 
there any more that you can think of that are out there? 

JOSHUA: Not really.  Like I said, my boss he has been to our church and he will always 
bring up the part about our being late starting. Other than that, I think that he was 
stereotyping because he goes to an all White church, all White Catholic Church. Church 
starts at 9:00 everywhere for the most part and ours start at 9:15. You never know. 

Got you. What are your experiences like with older generations, 40 and up?  What’s your 
interaction like with them? 

JOSHUA: It's good.  We tend to, like majority of the people I talk to right now while at 
church, gather and greet each other. Once we get out of church the older group, they tend 
to like to say, you’ve grown up to be a great person, and we talk about our kids and (...) 
like once you are little you are trying to be in the crowd with older people with folks and 
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they say no, go on down and hang out with the kids. Go play.  No, it’s like people are 
festively talking. So, we get after church and talk about little stuff here and there, games, 
and what have you. You know we all receive each other. 

What about your interaction with those younger than your generation? What’s your 
interaction like with them? 

JOSHUA: I mean you know, how is school, that type of thing. You know, age group 
there is a section where you try to for that particular age you ask how was school, stay in 
school, you know, keep doing what you doing, that type of mentoring thing for those kids 
that are younger than us. It feels good to see that you are doing what we did when we 
were little with the bake sales, fundraising for the church, stuff like that.  I mean it’s good 
to witness. I saw myself doing it and now I see the kids doing it.  It’s pretty cool. 

Are there ministries or groups in your church for our age group? I’m a Millennial as well, 
so 18-37, any ministries geared toward that age group? 

JOSHUA: No, not necessarily ministries but we have certain like, like clubs. I don’t 
know what they are called or a part of outside of the church, they do charitable events and 
stuff. It’s an organization you can be a part of. You're representing the church and giving 
back so to speak, but ministry it’s the same thing. 

Ministry, is it something that takes place at your church or you have to go outside of your 
church to be a part of it? 

JOSHUA: It’s in the church. 

Is it specifically for this age group or is it all women and all men? 

JOSHUA: It’s an all women group and they all wear white and it’s an all-male group and 
they all wear suits, mostly black. Like I said they are everywhere in terms of the Catholic 
Church, but you know the whole concept is to, you know fundraise, give back, 
community outreach. 

What are your thoughts on there not being a particular club or ministry or something for 
your age group? 

JOSHUA: What are my thoughts on there not being one? 

Yes. 

JOSHUA: We’ve talked about it but we have, we tend not to have time based on work 
and life. We try to do get things rolling and it never works out, so we want to have stuff 
like that but we tend to fall short because of time. 
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I understand.  What do people in your age group say about your church? Those who go to 
your church and are in your age group, what do they say about your church? Your 
congregation? 

JOSHUA: Well, not much. It is kind of understood you know that we are coming to 
church and most of the people in my age group have kids. It’s pretty much a step to get 
them raised in the church. They don’t really talk about it too much.  Other than the things 
that do happen in church, but we don’t say much about it. It's kind of understood. 

Okay, do you currently hold any roles in your church whether volunteer or paid? 

JOSHUA: As of recently no, because of work and time.  I used to be an usher and when I 
was younger, I use to be an altar server, which is when you are on the altar with the 
priest. You pretty much assist him with any duties or matters at that time. 

Being an usher, what was that experience like and what did it mean to you? 

JOSHUA: Being an usher, you pretty much are handing out books, assisting if someone 
or something happens.  You try to assist the best as you can. You, I guess for us, we have 
altar sometimes once and sometimes twice. That's tithes. We have these long handles that 
are kind of like broom handles with baskets that’s kind of like a weave basket. We go 
from row to row to hold out the baskets, so people can put their money in and I mean it 
was a pretty laid back job. You open the doors for people. It was fun. It was giving back 
to your church, you know, and when it’s time to give Holy Communion, the Baptist they 
only do it once a month, and we do it every Sunday. And we have a big church and we 
have to go to the front of the church to assist people by row into line to get communion. 
Like I said it is not complicated. It is something I have been doing for a while.  When I 
was little, I always wanted to do it because we could always do altar serving. So you 
know at the point of doing it I felt really good and I was a teenager and went on to 
college.  Yeah, that’s pretty much it. 

Okay, and what led you to being in the altar? What drew you to working in the altar when 
you were younger? 

JOSHUA: Again, doing the stuff that the bigger kids were doing and being in the front of 
the church when everybody can see you and you know, you pretty much are helping the 
priest. And I mean it was pretty cool looking out at the crowd and people smiling and 
winking at you. It’s a kind of feeling that you are doing something for meaning. 

One more question about that: Do you see yourself taking on more roles in the future? 

JOSHUA: Yeah, I do. And it's just probably the same. Sometimes you have people that 
speak, read parts out of the Bible. The priest gives homilies. You usually do it twice and I 
wouldn’t mind doing that, going back to ushering, I wouldn’t mind doing that. 
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What would lead you to taking on more roles in the future? 

JOSHUA: Probably being consistent. I have business outside of my job and it tends to get 
me wrapped up on Sundays.  It keeps me from being consistent. I try to go at least three 
times out of the month out of four Sundays.  The summer times get pretty busy and I may 
get two based on my work schedule during the week.  I have a [business] with a lot of 
contracts and so, sometimes I have to carry it over to Sunday and because I didn’t get it 
finished on Saturday. You know what I mean. And it’s all about the consistency part.  At 
one point I was there every Sunday and you know, I knew I had a role maybe every third 
and fourth month. Now they are like if [I am] able to get to church so we don’t want to 
put his name there and he is not able to make it. It’s about me being more consistent. 

Is there ever a time that you left the church? 

JOSHUA: I would say a little bit of the last part of 2016. It’s just weird. I just couldn’t 
get there, I may have worked all throughout the week and I was mentally drained and 
Saturday [I worked outside] all day. And you know I’m mentally drained and then the 
next day I will get up at 10:00 and I don’t want to go walking in there at 10:00. It was 
probably a span of September that I didn’t go at all, but I did get up to watch it on TV 
because it was [a] church and churches that are on TV, so to speak. Yeah, that’s sort of 
about it. 

Now, you said that you are 33, you grew up in this church, you are an adult with children, 
a wife. Why do you still attend this church? Can you elaborate more on that? 

JOSHUA: Yeah, I have been at this church for a number of reasons: to get my kids 
embodied in church, to strengthen my faith, to get the good teachings for that particular 
Sunday. Eventually this is not the only stop for us. We have to be (...) not meaning that 
you’ve got to go to church to get there but you want to understand and get closer to God, 
you have to listen to the word so to speak. 

More specifically, are these the reasons you attend your church? Some people may say 
hey, you are past 18, you don’t have to go to the church you grew up in. What would you 
tell that person since you are still at that particular church? 

JOSHUA: I will tell them that’s a good point but I like the church that I go to. I guess 
another funny reason I attend this church, is my mother is going to make sure I go to 
church period, but she is kind of down.  She used to have all five of her kids, and now it’s 
like one or two.  My sister she is now [another denomination], she moved on to be a 
[another denomination], my oldest sister lives in [another state], my brother lives in 
[another city], you know my [other] brother, you know you don’t know his work 
schedule.  I tend to make sure I’m representing [my family] but more importantly I make 
sure my kids go learning. I try to make sure I get my goodness to get my week going. 
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And, can you give an example when you were most proud to be at your church? 

JOSHUA: Probably when my son got baptized.  That was a pretty awesome day. He is 
now [a teenager], my son who does not live with me.  When he was baptized when he 
was [a few months] old, he didn’t realize what was going on, you know. Just the ability to 
see him get baptized in front of all of my friends and family, it was pretty dope. It was a 
good feeling and one of my most proudest moments. 

Nice. Is there anything that frustrates or upsets you about either your church or 
predominantly Black churches period? 

JOSHUA: No not really. I guess my wife’s church is too long but that’s not upsetting to 
me. It might be my goodness gracious I’ve already had to drive [far] to get here and now 
I got to be here until nightfall, but otherwise, there is really nothing. 

How long does her church service last? 

JOSHUA: Sometimes it goes to 3 to 4 hours.  In most cases we are having to leave 
because the church is still going.  

Is there a time that you feel you needed your church the most? 

JOSHUA: There may be many times, but the one time that I feel I needed my church, or 
the word the most, was when we thought our grandmother was going to pass but she 
actually got a 100% and she’s okay. And it was a point to where I don’t know what to do, 
what to feel, the church is going to help me through it, hearing the word, and getting 
some positivity going. 

And you feel as though your church came through for you? 

JOSHUA: Yes, I think it did. People who knew about it they were always encouraging, 
especially on Facebook. You have a strong, church following. I have a lot of friends that 
go, even the pastor gave a lot of encouraging words and they did as well and it got us 
through. I would say definitely. 

Okay, which is really important.  Can you give examples of your least positive 
experiences of your church? 

JOSHUA: Least positive. I guess not towards me but I guess towards the church. We had 
an assistant priest that was a younger guy and he declared that he wanted to be priest, and 
I guess he is your typical Black guy (....) Considering how big this church is and starting 
to be some concerns with the building. That was money that we needed, and he just ran it 
up and left. 
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Wow, that’s something, I just have a few more questions and we will be done.  Earlier I 
asked how often do you think about race in your church. Now I want to know, how often 
does age come to mind. So take that same question and talk about age. 

JOSHUA: Well, the group I came up with, we all have a consistent. It's our turn to take 
the reign and I know that some of us have moved. They haven’t moved that far but 
majority of all of us are still in town but we don’t tend to go to church like the ones ahead 
of us in the forty or fifties, you know. We used to have a standing room only, pack the 
church, but now it's not (...) as far as the seats but you know, all the older people are 
getting older and some have passed away, you know. I guess I wish we could all come 
together to try to build something that we could give back and be more consistent.  It’s 
life and sometimes, you know, not everybody can get to church every Sunday, but I wish 
we had a better crowd of our age so to speak. 

Okay, does this come to your mind more than race does? Does age come to your mind 
more than race? 

JOSHUA: It is probably so, because I tend to look around and say where is such and such 
and where is such and such, you know, versus I see such and such kids come to church.  I 
would probably say yes. 

And, I’m not totally familiar with Catholicism, so I am trying to ask this question the 
most accurate way as possible, but salvation, what does that mean to you being a Catholic 
man? Hey I want to be saved. I want to get to heaven. How do I do that based on your 
beliefs? 

JOSHUA: Well, you have to declare God as your Lord and Savior. You also have to have 
not necessarily the whole faith but more declaring that he is your Lord and Savior and I 
would say spread the word so to speak, you know. More so just declare that Jesus Christ 
is your Lord and Savior. 

Okay, now let’s see I think 2 or 3 more quick questions. What’s it like going to church 
with your mom? Do your sons go to church with you? 

JOSHUA: It's good. Mom is in the choir stand and I don’t necessarily sit with her, but 
every time I go get my communion I see her smiling and know that I am here and I just 
love to see her smile. You also say my kids [yes].  Right now they don’t get it. They 
don’t want to. Aww it’s too long, that type of concept. They are not really coming up (...) 
I guess for me, I grew up with a group and we all loved to sit together and you know at 
that time we weren’t that serious about it, but we got what we got out of it at that age. For 
my kids they don’t really. They are ready to go home. They love to pray.  My son, when 
we pray, my son wants to pray over the food. My daughter at night, she makes sure that 
we pray before we go to sleep.  They got the gist of it. It’s just going to church part. They 
think it’s too long. 
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That pretty much sums up the questions. I thank you so much for helping me.  My final 
question that I have is is there anything important that you wish to share that I might have 
missed, that you would like to add? 

JOSHUA: No, I guess for me, no matter if you are Baptist, Catholic, Methodist, what 
have you, it is all the same thing. It's Christianity. Don't think that we are just sitting in 
church not understanding. A lot of people at Baptist and Methodist church, they like to 
get the spirit of feel the spirit or what have you. Don’t think that we are not doing that.  I 
guess the misconception is that we are all singing high pitch classical music, you know, 
singing so proper, hands are together, and straight up type of concept. We have, you 
know, culture. We do get happy as well.  You know like I said, our church is not your 
traditional Catholic Church. Don’t have that misconception that we are some uppity 
church that has, I guess, that has classical one note, monotone preaching. Everything is 
real, like I said, it has culture, and you know it, to me it's not different from a Baptist 
church. The process of mass on every Sunday basis is like every other church. 

Thank you so much for sharing. I have learned a lot. 

 



209 
 
 
 

APPENDIX F 

SAMPLE INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT: PROTESTANT CHRISTIAN 

Rebekah—Baptist, age 29 

Please describe to me what your experiences have been like as a member of a historically 
or predominantly Black Church. 

REBEKAH: Oh ok. Well, overall it’s sad to say, but most of my experiences have been 
unpleasant versus pleasant.  

Ok. Can you elaborate please? 

REBEKAH: People seem to be caught up in tradition too much, appearances. It’s like we 
want to say loving things, but we don’t want to be loving towards each other. Things 
usually aren’t organized properly. There’s a lot of, we’ve always done it this way, even 
though that way doesn’t work. It’s usually a matter of I’ve been here the longest. I’m 
older, so I’m right. It’s like there’s not any room for change, or not even just youth, 
young adults to get into (...) ministry. A lot of times it’s a lot of favoritism and oh well I 
know this person and I know this person. It’s an opportunity to serve, which is (...) and 
other times it’s a good bit of focus on money and not for the right reasons. Like, either 
they ask for money but they don’t tell you what the money is for.  

Ok. 

REBEKAH: Or, they don’t want to be accountable or transparent about money because 
it’s a (...) but if you don’t give money people breathe down your neck and often times I 
find that when it comes time to give the word, it’s more hollering and condemnation than 
actually the word being preached for the edification of the body. 

So, when you say edification of the body, what do you mean? 

REBEKAH: For our growth. 

Ok. And how do those things make you feel? You described all of that. How does that 
make you feel?  
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REBEKAH: It makes me sad. It makes me sad more than anything. Yeah, it really upsets 
me sometime. Me getting invited to a church or attending a church and they don’t feel 
comfortable bringing somebody who’s not saved, but you know that a lot of these issues 
are because they’re in a Black church or mostly because they’re in a Black church. Not 
that other churches aren’t at fault, no. But it’s like a different atmosphere.  

Ok. When you say different atmosphere, I guess can you elaborate on that a little bit 
more? You said different atmosphere. 

REBEKAH: Ok. All right. Ok I’ll just be blunt then. 

Please. 

REBEKAH: [laughs] If you go to a predominantly White church and let’s say you go in 
and you’re new, there are people there that will be very welcoming or they’re just going 
to talk to you at the minimum. Whereas if you go to a Black church often it’s just that 
you know either the people are welcoming or they’re not. But at the same time, there’s 
also this extra intimidation factor. There’s this drilling of questions, like we’re down to 
business. It’s not personable often times. 

Ok. So, did you grow up attending Black churches? 

REBEKAH: I did. 

What denominations? 

REBEKAH: It was Baptist. 

Ok. And what was that like? 

REBEKAH: It was terrible. The church I grew up in, they never, they didn’t preach the 
word properly and I didn’t know any better because I was young and they would preach 
what they wanted for their own agenda. There were never really true explanations about 
things. They rarely talked about sin, and sin itself ran rampant in the church. Like you 
have this sister sleeping with this deacon while she’s married, but condemning this girl 
who came, who’s coming in and who’s living with her boyfriend out of wedlock. It was a 
lot of confusion when people are mad at other people for doing the same thing they’re 
doing but because they’re not in leadership, it’s all of a sudden wrong or, like I had this 
experience that no one really talked about Jesus that much. I didn’t really know who 
Jesus was. They pretty much equated him to Abraham, so I wasn’t really saved. I didn’t 
know what it was. When they asked, they said if you love Jesus that means you’re saved. 
And [laughs] that’s not what salvation is at all, you know. Or I would have a problem at 
school and I would come and ask for help and they would tell me that the person I want 
to help is a sinner and going to hell and I’m a sinner and going to hell too for being 
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associated with them and I was coming for help. Like it was a terrible thing. There were a 
lot of terrible things that happened. I think the worst thing is when I knew I had to leave 
this church even when I was young. I was like I have to get out of this. One of my fellow 
teenagers, she got pregnant and she came back to the church saying that she needed to get 
her life right with God, that she wanted to repent for her sexual sin so that she can be 
morally right to raise her child properly to know God, and they shunned and condemned 
her and dogged her out in the middle of the service. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: And after that I was like Ok so what is the point of this? Like, I’m already 
going to hell for just wanting to help people. She wants to get right, but it’s like she’s not 
allowed and I knew that. I knew that God wasn’t cool like that, which is probably what 
made me still hold on to being a Christian, but it was rough. It really was. It was terrible. 

So what does it mean, you said that you grew up thinking that salvation is just you love 
Jesus, but now that you know differently, what does it mean to be saved/salvation? 

REBEKAH: Well to be saved, it means that you have to acknowledge that you are a 
sinner. We all are. We all were born in sin. We have to believe that Jesus Christ died for 
those sins and God raised him from the dead, and confess that Jesus is the Lord of your 
life. You know, saying, breaking it down simply and saying you love Jesus, that doesn’t 
mean anything and it actually puts things on you. Like no. Jesus died for us, while we 
were sinners. Everything he did for us, everything that happened on the cross, was to 
bring us back into right relationship with God. It’s not some (...) emotion or feel good of 
Oh look you love Jesus. Come down. It’s so much more. Because after, you know, you 
become saved, it’s like now you get to reign with God and live with Jesus forever. You 
get to walk in the promises of God. You know, like I said before, back in right 
relationship with God. It was no talk of relationship. It was just this thing that you did. 
And from looking at it from that age perspective, because when I totally accepted 
salvation when they said if you love Jesus come up here, I was ten. But when I look 
around I don’t see any difference in anybody’s lives who is saved versus those of us who 
weren’t saved and that’s not true, because when we open our hearts to God he changes 
us, and not to make us different people, but to make us the people that he purposes us to 
be in the first place. 

Ok. Let’s see. When you did, when you were a part of Black churches, what drew you to 
those churches?  

REBEKAH: I think most of the time what drove me to those churches was despite its 
problems, it seems like versus predominantly White churches I went to, there was at least 
occasionally a leading of the Holy Spirit, but a lot of the predominantly Black churches I 
went to it’s like they had a program, you stuck to the program. That’s exactly what 
happened. But every single Sunday it was exactly the same thing. There was no, hey let’s 
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extend praise and worship and really glorify God. There were topics hand-picked out like 
you knew what they were going to talk—it was too rigid. But I noticed, even with the 
smallest of the Black church, it seemed to be more flexibility in that since. 

Ok. Now did being members of certain Black churches hold any greater meaning or 
significance in your life? 

REBEKAH: Wait, can you say that again please? 

Let’s see. When you were a member of a particular, you know, certain Black churches, 
did that membership ever hold a larger meaning for you or any significance being a 
member, I guess, of a Black church? 

REBEKAH: I don’t think it really did, because once I- because after the earlier bad 
experience and I realized- because actually for a while I tried other ways to get closer to 
God because no one explained to me who Jesus was or anything like that. Once I decided 
okay well this is the only way. Really as I went to churches, they just happened to be 
Black churches, but I went where I felt that God was leading me to, because it being a 
predominantly Black church didn’t really have a particular weight for me. It was okay 
especially when I first started going back to church really it was like Wow I can do this? 
Like I can, me and my tainted self, I can go to a church and this is supposed to be the 
church, and let this be the church. I’m ready to go. You know. The idea of if, whether it 
was Black or White didn’t really dawn on me. In fact, the idea of Black churches versus 
White churches didn’t really settle in to me until after a church I was attending closed 
down and I started visiting other churches. That’s when I started noticing the stark 
contrast between the two. 

Can you elaborate on that moment when you started seeing the contrast?  

REBEKAH: Yes, because before honestly I thought all churches were similar in a sense, 
you know. For example, like I’ll use Baptist and Baptist. I grew up in a Baptist church, 
you know. There are Black churches that are Baptist. There are predominantly White 
churches that are Baptist. I didn’t really think that there was a difference between them, 
you know, especially since they were the same denomination. But then when I started 
visiting, it was overwhelmingly different, and not in that, it doesn’t hit you right away. It 
was subtle. You know, like you showed up and everybody greeted you, and nobody side-
eyed you. It’s like you showed up and the atmosphere, it felt warmer. The people were 
friendlier. Even if nobody was really talking to you, it still felt more welcome, and as I 
started noticing things it was very disturbing. 

How so? 

REBEKAH: So it was more than a bit disturbing. It was off-putting, it was weird, it was 
odd. I guess because at the time, I can honestly say I was a bit, a bit blinded towards race 
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in itself because I grew up on a military base, so sometimes it takes me going through 
those experiences to really see the differences in those things. You know, I felt like Hey 
if Christ loves us all, everything should be good, and it wasn’t always that way.  

What made— 

REBEKAH: And you want to—huh? 

Go ahead, please. 

REBEKAH: It’s like you want to think maybe you’re just being you. Maybe you’re just, 
you know, maybe you’re just picking at folks or you’re being petty or something, but 
then after you start visiting so many churches and you start seeing the same patterns in 
the Black churches, but not seeing any of those patterns in the White churches, it (...) you, 
you have to face the fact that it’s different. 

So when you became a member of Black, certain Black churches, what was that 
membership process like? Can you describe the steps you take to become a member? 

REBEKAH: Let's see. Well, one. One I joined, since I hadn’t been to a church forever 
and the previous one, the one I had been to before, was the fire and brimstone one that 
didn’t teach us proper doctrine. They told me I didn’t have to have a letter. That I can go 
by Christian experience, which is good because that first church I grew up in, they 
wouldn’t have given me a letter and that’s not a speculation because since then I’ve 
actually went and visited, spoken with them, and they wouldn’t and the whole time I was 
there they tried to talk me into coming back. The second time that I joined a 
predominantly Black church, I filled out a little form and I was supposed to go through 
classes and fill out other paperwork, but it never happened. 

Ok. Ok. Anything else you remember from this time? I guess, as far as being, how, not 
integrated into the- How do I put it? So you did that formal procedure, whether it was the 
Christian experience or a letter. How did that look like? How did that transition you into 
an interaction with the other members of the church? So once you did that, how do you 
like become a part of the body of members, I guess? What is that process like? 

REBEKAH: There really wasn’t one. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: There really wasn’t one. The first one, people reached out to me. They 
reached out to me, and then because they, because I had told them a little bit, because my 
sister invited me. It was her church first and then other people they reached out to me, 
and then the other one I thought maybe there would be something, and I waited on a class 



214 
 
 
 

for a long time because I was excited, because it was a different denomination I had 
never been in before. It was an AME Zion church, you know. And none of that happened. 

Ok. Ok. Let’s see. If you could use one word or phrase to describe your experience in the 
Black Church, what would it be? 

REBEKAH: Tiresome. 

Can you elaborate? [laughs] 

REBEKAH: [laughs] Because it’s like often times you get there and people’s hearts are 
in the right place. It’s just the way things are done, it’s just like why or wow or that 
doesn’t make sense. Or you have the few bad apples that really just try to mess up the 
whole bunch. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: Like I said I guess it’s just tiresome you seeing the good and trying to hold 
on to the good while the bad is just trying to beat you down. 

Can you give specific examples as far as what you mean by the bad weighing you down 
and everything? Or, yeah. 

REBEKAH: The last predominantly Black church that I joined, I was considering joining 
the hospitality ministry. Nobody had reached out to me, so you know I was looking 
around trying to see where I could serve in the church. And when I went to meet the 
person, I was going to see about hospitality, and she didn’t even want to give me talk. 
And so I back off for a while and I observed and she was like that with everybody. She’s 
an older woman, so she thinks that her ways are completely right and she’s always right. 
And even when she does things that aren’t necessarily efficient, she wants to do them 
because her way is the right way. And she was doing good things in hospitality 
committee, but the whole "Nobody’s allowed to have opinions or make comments. You 
all just have to do what I say." It was just like wow.  

Ok. 

REBEKAH: So I wanted to do things with the hospitality committee but I couldn’t get 
past that and I’m pretty much just a (...) once I join. It’s like that’s not how it should be 
when you serve anything and anywhere for Christ.  

So, what other words or phrases can you think of to describe the Black Church? 

REBEKAH: You know I said tiresome before. I could say a part of it is also liberating as 
far as praise and worship. That was very different for me. 
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Ok. 

REBEKAH: in the Black Church. Because nobody looked at you crazy if you wanted to 
shout, or if you raised up your hands. You weren’t ashamed. Like nobody did anything 
crazy.  

Ok. 

REBEKAH: Right. It was ok. Now I mean there were some people here and there to kind 
of look at you, and I realized that some of those who kind of looked at you, it was 
because they wanted to do the same and they were afraid, but most of the times people 
didn’t judge you for your worship. People would just let you worship. That was 
something I’d never done. It was something I’d never done before. 

Now, is there anything that you would say you’ve done when you were a member of 
Black churches to a like symbolize hey I’m a part of the Black Church? 

REBEKAH: I didn’t think I have. Can you give me an example of what you mean? 

Let's see what I can say without giving you an answer, I guess. Was there anything about 
what you did, what you wore, or your behavior that you felt would indicate to someone 
that you attended a Black church or that you did to let people know that you went to a 
Black church? 

REBEKAH: Oh, no.  

[Laughs.] 

REBEKAH: Not that I know of. [Laughs.] 

Ok. That was good. All right. When you went to these Black churches, did you invite 
people? 

REBEKAH: Yeah. 

What was that like for you? That experience of inviting people to a Black church? 

REBEKAH: Some people were hesitant to want to come, because they had experiences 
like I did growing up in Black churches. Some people were hesitant to come because they 
weren’t Black. They didn’t know how their response would be. But most people, they 
would at least come once just to see. 

Ok. So this is a positive experience for you? Or how, I guess— 
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REBEKAH: I probably have more negative responses than positive, but most of those 
negative responses were based off of "No, I grew up in the Black Church, I don’t want to 
go visit one." 

Oh, so they already knew of it. The church. 

REBEKAH: Yeah. Or, yeah. It’s a lot of people, a lot of times, and I used to kind of be 
the same way. It’s like when you mention the kind of church you grew up in and 
somebody invites you to something similar, it makes you not want to go, even if that 
church is nothing like what you grew up in. 

I got you. Now, in your opinion, how would you describe or more so how would you 
define the Black Church? So if someone said What is the Black Church? what would you 
say? 

REBEKAH: Trying not to think negative. 

[laughs] You can say whatever is on your mind. 

REBEKAH: I feel like a lot of times the Black Church is slowly shooting itself in the foot 
because it’s stuck in the past. It’s always stuck in tradition, or one disturbing trend I’ve 
noticed lately is it throws people off when you say you’re inviting or you want to do 
something with someone who is not Black, and it’s like when did we get in this bubble 
right? Like, I understand, you know, as a race for a very long time, and even in a lot of 
places today, we had to be separate, but even though we’re not as free as we like to be, 
we don’t have to do that now. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: And it seems like a lot of Black churches haven’t gotten that wakeup call 
that we don’t have to do that now. 

Yeah. I hear you. So, that, you’ve given a description I guess of the Black Church. What 
is the Black Church? Like what actually is it? 

REBEKAH: You know, there are some days I don’t know. I guess the Black Church 
would be defined as that church that fits, it’s like a certain set of stereotypes that you 
expect to see that are usually in the Black Church. I know that sounds vague, but. 

Ok. No, like. Can you give some examples of those stereotypes? 

REBEKAH: Whooping in the pulpit. 

Ok. 
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REBEKAH: Whooping in the pulpit. Sounding like someone is about to have an asthma 
attack in the pulpit. 

Now, that stereotype, have you personally experienced that in the Black Church? 

REBEKAH: Yes. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: I have visited Black churches where the preacher has whooped so much that 
when you really listen to it, they didn’t even preach a message.  

Wow. Any other stereotypes you can think of? 

REBEKAH: The church mother with the big hats. 

Ok. Have you witnessed that with your experience in the Black Church? 

REBEKAH: I have. I’ve witnessed more bad experiences than those that have been good. 
Because the whole idea of the church mother, it seems to be a good thing. The older 
woman passing down her godly experience to help you grow and not to make the same 
mistakes that she does, but more than not, it’s usually a group of older women who sit 
and talk about those same women that they should be helping. Judging and condemning 
or I’ve always— or they give this I’ve always been saved, perfect persona off. 

Ok. So to what extent do you believe that the stereotypes people have of Black churches 
are actually true? 

REBEKAH: I mean, not every Black church feeds into the Black Church stereotype, but 
there happen to be a lot more that tend to. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: And, but I, a good thing I’ve noticed over the years is less Black churches 
seem to have like a whole slew of stereotypes that you know exactly what’s going to 
happen when you walk in. So it's like they want to break away from that. Some people 
are.  

Ok. Let’s see. Trying to see what else. Ok. You touched on this but I guess if you want to 
elaborate. What’s your perception of the Black Church? 

REBEKAH: I think the Black Church needs to change. 

How so? 
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REBEKAH: We have really got to get out this mindset that we have to be I guess the 
Black Church. I mean, we’re the body of Christ, shouldn’t be divided by race, and I feel 
like, and this is just my opinion, that if you’re in the church and you’re in a mixed 
community and only one race—and this isn’t just at Black churches. This is 
predominantly White churches too—If you’ve only got one race at your church, 
something is wrong. God is for all of us. If you look in the Bible like in Acts, everybody 
wasn’t the same race in the early church, but that’s not right. We shouldn’t be that 
divided. Not by race. I mean, I know people like to dispute doctrine sometimes and I 
have no idea why, but the way we look. We shouldn’t be divided by the way we look 
when we don’t have to be. 

So you say body of Christ. What is the body of Christ to you? 

REBEKAH: Body of Christ is basically all believers in Jesus Christ.  

Ok. 

REBEKAH: The entire Body of Christ is referenced. Oh, I can’t say that scripture off the 
top of my head, but Christ is the head of the church and that we are the body of the 
Church.  

Ok. 

REBEKAH: Because as believers, God has given each one of us a different gift, talent, 
purpose, all of that, for things to go into motion and for us to work together to help one 
another. That’s why we’re referred to as the body, so we can work together according to 
Christ as the head. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: So that’s what I mean by like as the Body of Christ, we should be united as 
believers. You know, it’s supposed to be brothers and sisters in Christ, and so it’s like 
things like race shouldn’t divide us, especially when those physical limitations divide us 
by race don’t exist nearly as strongly anymore. 

Ok. Got you. Just wanted to make sure I had your interpretation of the Black Church. 
And so your perception, these are things you touched on, I’m just kind of rewording it for 
my question. But you touched on your perception of the Black Church, saying it needs to 
change. In what ways does your perception or experience differ from other churches 
you’ve been to? So differ from non-Black churches you’ve visited or been to? Does that 
make sense or do you need me to— 

REBEKAH: Can you repeat that for me? 
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Ok. So how does your perception or experience of the Black Church differ from non-
Black churches? 

REBEKAH: Oh. Ok. Most non-Black churches that I’ve been to, things are more, people 
are more welcoming, and it didn’t seem like anything was a competition. It was just, it 
seems like the —the perception that we are all the body of Christ seems to go over well 
with non-Black churches, and that might just be different things that have happened to 
different races throughout America. It might not be. Things seem to be more organized. 
Things seem to be more straightforward. Even though it happens, the idea of favoritism 
doesn’t seem to be as prominent. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: At least from what I’ve seen. And when I say favoritism I don’t just 
necessarily mean Oh one particular person. It’s just, you get this group of people and they 
always do the same thing and then it’s like they don’t make room for people to come in 
and grow. Or it seems like in a lot of non-Black churches when you say like Hey I want 
to serve. I want to do this. People make a way for you to come in. 

Ok. I got you. 

REBEKAH: If that makes sense. 

Yeah. What examples can you give of your most positive experiences in the Black 
Church? 

REBEKAH: There isn’t a lot of whooping and hollering. And worship is a lot different. 

Ok. How so? 

REBEKAH: Even though Black worship in the Black Church and the White church are 
different. They’re both still good. You know, when it focuses on Christ, and people not 
focusing on Christ in worship is a whole different topic.  

So you’re saying, just to make sure I got it. Your most positive experiences in the Black 
Church were when worship, say it again. I just want to make sure I got it. When worship. 

REBEKAH: Well it happens mostly in worship. I think my most positive experiences in 
the Black Church have been when whatever was going on it wasn’t focused on the church 
as a building or even the people, but it was focused solely on Christ. 

Ok. Got you. And what made you pick that? Out of all the experiences that you had, out 
of all the positive experiences you’ve had, what made you pick that example? 
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REBEKAH: Because I’ve seen. Because I’ve seen people’s prayers answered. I’ve seen 
people take leaps of faith. I’ve seen essentially, what you would call miracles, whether 
you call them small or not. Those things happen and yet I have yet to experience 
something similar, you know, in a White church. I guess it happens often during praise 
and worship. It happens more often in healing and deliverance. Most of the time when 
you go to a White church, I don’t even see any form of healing and deliverance going 
forth during prayer. But I see that in the Black Church. I just take that as a positive thing. 
It’s because during those healing and delivering, and both during true worship, it’s like a 
part of you has become whole again. It gets back right in relationship.  

Ok. So, what is deliverance? What does that mean? 

REBEKAH: Deliverance is when you, I guess, let’s say. Let’s simplify this. Deliverance 
is when you’re really just struggling with sin, something that we can’t shake off on our 
own, which is why Christ died for us. I guess deliverance is that place when our faith 
meets us that we don’t turn back to it. 

Ok. Got you. Let’s see. Have you experienced deliverance personally in a Black church? 

REBEKAH: Yes. 

What was that like? 

REBEKAH: It was overwhelmingly joyful. Like I really, I felt lighter. I felt like all of 
this wasn’t just pomp and circumstance, you know. I know things could really get better 
in regards to my relationship with God. Ok, you know? 

Yeah. What examples can you give of your least positive experiences in the Black 
Church? 

REBEKAH: Ok. I went to visit this church one time. I went up, I came, and I couldn’t 
find them. The address was wrong on Google. The address the person gave me was 
wrong. I called, and when I called, they gave me attitude on the phone because I couldn’t 
find them. 

Oh wow. 

REBEKAH: Then when I get there, you know, and I’m not sure whether or not I could 
come in or not, because they sounded like they were in prayer, but they weren’t in prayer. 
And the person, when they opened the door, and they were kind of giving me this Who 
are you? Like ok. And then I went to sit down and there’s this row where there’s this guy 
sitting on the end, and the whole rest of the row is empty, because there’s a long row, 
until you get down to the end where there’s a family with small children, and the guy 
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didn’t want to let me in the row and the people around him were looking like Why is she 
trying to get in this row. It’s like everywhere else is full.  

Oh wow. 

REBEKAH: And then you know they were doing all these different things and nobody 
was explaining it, what was happening, which sometimes I think that happens a lot when 
I’ve visited Black churches, and sometimes when I was a part of Black churches. People 
don’t explain what’s going on. They just do stuff and expect folks to know. And you 
know, if you’ve been in church for a while some things you would know, but if you come 
from a different denomination, or you’re not saved at all, you’re not going to have any 
idea what those people are talking about. You know, so nobody explains anything, but 
then they’re expecting me to do it. And it’s like but I don’t know what you’re doing. So it 
was a very, for the first time in a long time, I was very quick to try to high tail it up out of 
that place because I’m like wow, and it was just simultaneous and I would have never 
expected that because the person that invited me wasn’t there that Sunday, but she talked 
about it like it’s a, you know, like hey it’s this welcoming place. The word’s always 
preached biblically. We have good praise and worship and all this other stuff and I saw 
none of that stuff. I don’t know if it was that particular Sunday or what but the church 
that was (...) to me was nothing like what I had experienced. It was just, it was wow, 
because it’s been a while since I’ve been to a church where things were happening and 
people didn’t explain like on that deeper level. Usually, if something was, and that’s 
something I can say too at a White church, they usually explain what’s happening. At 
Black churches, even though they tend to not explain at times what’s happening, usually 
a member will tell you what’s going on if you’re confused. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: Not this time that I went.  

Ok. So how did that make you feel? 

REBEKAH: It didn’t make me so much as upset as for myself, but it made me upset like 
Wow how many people have come through this door not knowing Christ and still left not 
knowing who he is. You know? Or it just, sometimes I work on different information 
about evangelism and I try to share with people and it gave me a whole bunch of ideas 
about what to tell people they should do just by what didn’t happen when I visited. It was 
just a bit disturbing, and it’s not that they were trying to be malicious or mean, which that 
has happened too. I think the scary part of that is that everybody thought that everything 
was just going right and it was ok. That was the scary part. Like nobody thought that 
anything that happened was strange or weird or anything. Everybody thought that all, 
everything, that was happening was good. That’s the scary part about it. 
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Ok. Now, let’s see. What’s your experience in the Black Church outside of a Sunday 
experience? 

REBEKAH: Honestly, Bible studies and cookouts. I never got a chance to experience 
much else in the Black Church outside of Sunday service. Not that I wouldn’t want to, 
it’s just that I rarely see outside of, you know, Bible studies, cookouts, car wash 
fundraisers, you know, youth day. Outside of that I don’t really see, I haven’t really had a 
chance to see, too many other things. 

Ok. And so, the examples you gave: cookouts, Bible studies, car wash. How are those 
similar or different to your experiences in a Sunday service? 

REBEKAH: They’re usually pretty different from Sunday services. I can say that. Like 
there’s been times where I’ve been to a church on Sunday and it’s just like Wow why did 
I go here that day but the Bible study on Wednesday was so much different. And I think 
because the Bible study there’s, you’re just coming in and studying the Word. There’s not 
room for distraction or me, me, me, or anything else like that. 

Let me see. A few more questions. Let's see. As, so like I said the title of this is the 
Millennial Experience in the Black Church and so Millennials are considered those 18-35 
right now. Let's see. What experiences, what age-related experiences, can you recall in 
the Black Church? So, I guess in your relationship with other generations, things like 
that. 

REBEKAH: Age-related experiences. I know when I was in my early 20s, nobody really 
listened to what you had to say because if you had a question, they felt like you were old 
enough so you should know better. If you had an idea, you were too young to have an 
idea. And at the age I’m at now, it’s either why aren’t you married or hey come meet this 
single young man. It’s like I just wanted to hear the word and come fellowship with the 
believers. I didn’t come to find a husband. Not today. 

Now what situations does that usually occur? Like what environment are you in when 
those statements or that interaction happens? 

REBEKAH: Usually after service, you know, when people hang around and fellowship 
or even if they actually have food like in the dining hall, you know. It’s usually just 
regular interaction. I don’t think I’ve ever just saw that coming. Usually I’m blind-sided 
by those. They’re always pretty surprising. They don’t happen a whole, whole lot, but 
they happen enough because I’ve never been to a White church where someone 
immediately, the first time I was there, tried to introduce me to a guy. Or I’ve never been 
there where I’ve asked a question and someone says you should know that by now. I’ve 
never experienced that outside of the Black Church. 

What do you mean by you should know that by now? 
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REBEKAH: I’ve had some people feel like I should know certain things that happen in 
church and it always surprised me because these people don’t know me. They don’t know 
anything about my life. They don’t even know if I came through the doors saved, but for 
some reason now I always get the response you should know this by now, especially 
when you tell them you did grow up in the church, in the Black Church. It’s like this 
thing where if you grew up in the Black Church you’re apparently supposed to know 
what happens in all Black churches. It’s weird because you’re like every church is 
different. How would I know this? 

Ok. So what’s going through your mind when, or how do you feel when, rather what does 
that mean when you hear that statement? 

REBEKAH: You know, I usually just. It’s really just confusing and really just 
disheartening, because I don’t know and I didn’t ask to be funny or (...) because I wanted 
to know. Especially because sometimes I still don’t get an answer. And then of course 
nowadays I always go back to well I can’t bring somebody who’s not saved with me to 
this place. Because it’s like something I think about so much. You know, because a lot of 
times my mindset is focused on that, then of course I want a church home for myself. 
You know. I want to be planted where God would have me to be planted. But it’s like if I 
dismiss it for myself it still bothers me. It still bothers me like whoa, how do you even 
know that I’m saved and you just said that crazy thing to me and I guess I hold on to that 
and I harp on that a lot because I didn’t get the truth about Christ growing up. I didn’t get 
the truth about Christ until I joined a church where I was, the church my sister invited me 
to, when I was like 22. So I spent 22 years of my life in church almost every Sunday and 
nobody even telling me about Christ. So once I started beginning to know Christ, once I 
started to read my Bible, get a Bible I could read, you know, because before it was like if 
you don’t have King James something is wrong with you. Yes, people told me that in 
church. 

Like you have to have that, but nobody would explain. But once I started reading the 
word and seeing all these different things that God said, you know. That was like my 
mindset. I was angry for a while. I was really angry, like how could nobody not tell us 
these things and it’s right here in the Bible? Isn’t this what we’re supposed to do to help 
each other? So now I’m at a place where ok even if I know something is not true and it’s 
off the wall I can dismiss it for me, but it really does make me think about some of the 
people I know who either has a similar experience and not know or who never 
experienced church at all. Because it amazes me that people don’t realize that there are 
some people who have never been to church in their entire lives and there are more 
people like that that people won’t admit. There’s some people that when you say Oh I’m 
reading the Bible with you, if they opened it they wouldn’t understand about books and 
chapters and verses, you know. There’s some people that they hear about Christ but the 
only thing they know about Christ is something they (...) You know, there are people like 
that. There are people who know maybe a little about things but because nobody ever 
really talked to them about the word, they have no idea what was going on or someone 
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explained salvation to them, but didn’t explain what happens afterward when they 
accepted salvation, and then they felt like their life was supposed to change, and then 
people at the church treated them crazy and they didn’t go. So you know, it’s like these 
things you start thinking about when people start saying to you weird and off the wall 
things. To me, often times I’m really glad that they were said to me and not someone else 
who wouldn’t understand. 

Ok. Now in your experiences with non-Black churches, do you think that what you just 
shared is unique to the Black Church? 

REBEKAH: Yeah, it is usually. I haven’t experienced that in the White church at all. The 
only time I ever came to something remotely similar to that is when I was talking to a 
group of Catholics and they didn’t know I wasn’t Catholic, and when they realized I 
wasn’t Catholic they were like Oh. Because apparently in Catholicism, you usually like 
from birth, you’re pretty much there. Mass, you know, and all the different things that 
they do, so it’s kind of hard for them not to know what’s going on in the Catholic church, 
because most of them grew up in it the entire time. But outside of that, I haven’t 
experienced it in a non-Black church. 

Ok. So, and were these Catholics non-Black? 

REBEKAH: They were non-Black. 

Ok. What races, just out of curiosity? 

REBEKAH: They were Caucasian and Hispanic. 

Let's see. Oh, what are your experiences like with other Millennials, so those who right 
now are 18 to 35 in the Black Church? 

REBEKAH: You mean like interactions with them or? 

Yeah. Yep interactions. 

REBEKAH: I find most of the time, a lot of them tend to not want to be there, but it’s 
their family church or they always go to church, or I had a lot of people say well I go here 
because if I go somewhere else it’s the same thing. Nobody really seems excited anymore 
or enthusiastic anymore about being in church. Or in my case now, since I’m looking for 
a church home, people who don’t have one, they’re not looking because they’re like it’s 
all the same.  

Ok.  

REBEKAH: It’s like they’ve given up hope in a sense. 
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And that’s based on your interactions with them, they share this or something? 

REBEKAH: Yeah.  

Ok. Ok. Anything else you can think of in your interactions with other Millennials? 

REBEKAH: The ones who haven’t essentially like given up hope, they always come up 
with these great, different ideas you know. The change. I think that’s something I (...) 
about the Black Church. It’s like the church needs to change and often times it’s like the 
change is there in them the people, but it’s like nobody wants to take it. Nobody wants to 
accept it. Because I’ve met some people and they’re just now on fire. They haven’t been 
disturbed by any of the negative things, or the stereotypes, or the things that really 
actually happened. They’re on fire and ready and it’s like they just need a chance and 
nobody gives it to them. Because they’re too young. You know, I think a lot of times 
somebody told me that, that I was too young but I was like I’m almost 30 (...) not be too 
young. You know? 

So who, what age groups are saying you’re too young? What age groups? 

REBEKAH: People have been saying it for years, and even now people still say it to me. 
Like you’re too young. You’re too young. I know when I was in my twenties, my early 
twenties, it wasn’t as directly said, but you can tell when people dismiss you because of 
your age. 

Ok.  

REBEKAH: But you can usually tell or people said it when you’re not around that 
someone else comes back and told you. You know, like I didn’t have any, the first Black 
church I attended, age wasn’t so much of a thing. You know, they weren’t close minded 
in that manner, but of that other predominantly Black churches, they seem to be 
concerned with the age or age, yeah. It’s a big concern, like I went to visit one church and 
they had a youth ministry and someone I know, I know a couple of people who worked in 
youth ministries, and they were trying to do something. I was like wait, this is how 
they’ve done it, and the person didn’t want to listen to me at all, because I’ve never done 
youth ministry and because I don’t have kids and I clearly can’t be old enough to know 
what I’m talking about. And it’s like yeah the age group you’re dealing with, I remember 
that pretty clearly and you know if I’m trying to connect you with someone who worked 
in the youth ministry or tell you what they did because I did help them out with it, it 
shouldn’t be dismissed because you told me I’m too young. I think a lot of times what 
people mean when they say too young, they don’t necessarily mean my literal age, but I 
guess because I don’t look my age. I look young. I’m in college. I’m not married. I don’t 
have kids. I think it more means you’re not married and you don’t have kids, you know, 
especially when you’re in college. I noticed that that happens a lot when you’re in 
college. The college-aged people are like you’re too young. It’s like their mindset is like 
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you’re in college, you’re somehow not an adult or, for some reason, as if age matters at 
all as far as any ideas that you have. You know? It’s like God uses people of all ages. 
Age should never be a well, oh you’re too young. A good idea is a good idea, no matter 
who it comes from. 

So what is your, just to elaborate, what’s your relationships or interaction been like with 
those older you in the Black Church? Your personal interactions with them. 

REBEKAH: They've either been really warm and comforting and full of godly wisdom, 
or they have just been horrible, judgmental, and condemning. No split. There’s rarely any 
in-betweens. 

Ok. Can you give some examples? 

REBEKAH: Sometimes in the fall, in the winter, I would wear different color wigs and I 
wore a blue one to a church, and when I met the mother of the church or etcetera, she was 
looking like she was so offended by my hair she barely wanted to speak to me. It was all 
over her face. I mean, she barely gave me a church pat hug. Like she didn’t want to be 
around me cause my hair was blue. And she was all up for it, because I was a few rows 
behind her. She was all up for it until she turned behind and realized that the person they 
wanted her to meet was me.  

[Gasp.] Oh. Oh wow. 

REBEKAH: Yeah. I think that happened a lot. And there might be, no. No I can say with 
experience with my hair being different colors, more Black churches, more people in the 
Black church have an issue with it, than people in the non-Black church. 

Do you have ideas of why you think that is? 

REBEKAH: I have no idea, and I really wish I knew. Because if anything, and one 
reaction to my hair did surprise me. Because it was a day, I guess, because I like wearing 
all Black. I had all Black and my hair was blue and she didn’t judge me for it, but she 
made sure to sit me down and pull me aside to talk to me, because I think she just wanted 
to make sure I was ok. Because she had never seen anybody, she told me, with blue hair. 
You know? So I appreciate, you know, I got the sense that as I was talking to her that 
that’s why she pulled me aside. Not to talk about me, but to really, to see if I was okay, 
because she noticed I didn’t talk to anybody when I came in. Nobody was talking. 
Nobody greeted me, you know. That I kind of kept to myself, you know. So I think she 
was just, she probably thought something negative, but instead of judging me for it, she 
just pulled me aside to just have a conversation with me, and it seemed once she realized 
that I’m not just some dark, depressed little weirdo [laughs], everything was ok. Usually 
the response, those responses, are rare I find. They’re very rare, which is also 
disheartening. 
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Now, what are your experiences like with those younger than you in the Black Church? 
Your interactions. 

REBEKAH: It really depends. Usually it’s pretty friendly. They’re pretty open. Some 
people, like those mostly everybody around my age, they’ll talk to me. Other people it 
seems like it’s just a Sunday thing, but no it’s always just Sunday. You know, Sunday 
morning friends. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: If that makes sense. Like Sunday morning friends, but there usually aren’t 
too many negative experiences with people my age except for some people who have, 
who are somehow in leadership and they’re just doing things to kind of step away scared 
like lightening is going to come through the roof on them.  

Wait. What do you mean? 

REBEKAH: Like I’ve met some people my age who are in leadership, and like preaching 
for instance, they like think it’s like a joke and they’ll put anything together as they speak 
towards people. That is scary to me. That is scary to me. To get up, and not, you know, 
not study, not consult the Holy Spirit, but to just get up there and just do whatever in 
front of God’s people when you’re entrusted with them. Scary (...) frightening me but 
I’ve seen older people do it too, but it’s more in (...) lately I’ve seen it happen with more 
younger people as well, because you used to didn’t see it. I used to didn’t see it with 
younger people, not for real. It was either people who went in a long time and were 
playing some type of game with God anyway. 

Ok. 

REBEKAH: But now, it seems like I’ve seen it more in younger people or just a lack of 
general caring just a, oh my father serves so I have to serve. Or my mother serves so I 
have to serve. You know. You do get some of that too. 

What about much younger, like youth? 

REBEKAH: There has been a disturbing lack of youth in the past few churches I’ve been 
in. The disturbing lack of youth, like maybe five at the most, if that.  

Why is that disturbing? 

REBEKAH: Because it’s like I feel like when a child is old enough to understand when 
you tell them about Christ that they should be in church for the same reasons we need to 
be in church. You know, we shouldn’t just tell them about Christ and they accept 
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salvation and then throw them off in the wind. It’s like you just threw them to the wolves, 
you know. 

What reasons? You said, for the same reasons we should be in church. What reasons are 
those? 

REBEKAH: Oh, well we need to be in church because the Bible says, like before, that 
we’re all a part of the body of Christ. Like no, no person is meant to live on this world 
alone and do things alone. Like we’re, we need each other. We’re here to support each 
other. That’s what we need to do. Coming to church on Sunday isn’t just so you can hear 
the word, sing three songs, put your tithes and offering in, and eat some food afterwards. 
It’s not about that. It’s about fellowship with your fellow believer, you know. It’s about 
coming together and doing God’s work as well. There’s several reasons why as people 
we need to go to a church. We need to be connected to a church, because you don’t want 
to be out there by yourself. Like everybody has to submit to somebody. You know, like 
how I mentioned like we all have gifts, callings, purpose, talents, for us to use them. Like 
pastors, they are the watchers of our soul. I’m trying to think. I’m trying to think like how 
to explain it. They’re the watchers of our soul. So we submit our gifts, not like give it to 
them. But they help us be good stewards over them in a sense. You know, you don’t just 
want to be out there, because everybody has to submit to somebody. Everybody has to be 
up under somebody. There’s no way in the Bible they just did ministry all by themselves. 
I’m probably not explaining it right. 

No. If I look back and I’m confused, I’ll let you know. But I feel like I understand. When 
you say gifts, how do you want someone to interpret what you mean when you say gifts? 

REBEKAH: Oh, that is a good question, because gifts are so, there’s so much variety. 
Like I think in church, one of the most common gifts that people talk about is being able 
to sing, but you know, gifts doesn’t have to be relegated to just singing. You know, some 
people have the gift to be organized. Some people have a gift to make pies, and to others 
that might sound. That might sound weird, but [laughs] God can use anything to bring 
people closer to him. To bring them and reconcile their relationship with him. I guess 
your gift is something that helps you do that. 

Ok. Cool. I've got two more questions. One. Can you think of any other highly 
memorable—it doesn’t matter if it’s positive, negative, indifferent— but can you think of 
any other highly memorable experience in the Black Church that you would like to share? 

REBEKAH: I went to this service in a Black Church one time and instead of going 
through regular service, it was like impressed upon the pastor’s heart that we just glorify 
God throughout the entire service, which meant, you know, clapping, singing, dancing, 
the whole thing through the entire service, and it didn’t feel odd or forced or weird. It just 
felt like wow this is just like a good time for all of us collectively to just praise God for 
who he is, what he has done, and what he will do. And that’s all we did for the entire 
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duration of what would have been the service. And we didn’t even time it. It’s like right 
when service normally would end, it’s like everything flowed. There was no confusion. 
There was no Hey you pick a song. You do this. Or hey, do you have something? No. 
Everything just slowed and it seemed like everybody’s heart just became one to praise 
God in a mighty way and it was great. 

What did that experience mean to you? 

REBEKAH: It gave me hope. It gave me a lot of hope because when that happened, I was 
still very disheartened by a lot of the things that happened, my experiences in church 
before. And the fact that a lot of other people had those similar experiences, it gave me 
hope that despite all of our differences, we can come together and praise God. There is 
hope that we can all get together because of God. You know, we don’t have to stay 
separated. We don’t have to you know be upset with each other, or you know be mad at 
each other and all these things. It just gave me hope that all these people could just come 
on one accord and praise God. It’s like, this can happen because- what is it Acts 2:42-47? 
Like you read about, think that like wow this is great, and then you look at life and it’s 
like oh my goodness that’s not going to happen. And moments like that make you think 
yes it can happen.  

So, based on your experiences in the Black Church, what would you say is the future of 
the Black Church? 

REBEKAH: Not all Black churches, but the ones that are really really deep-rooted into a 
lot of these traditions that really don’t hold any water, and when I say that like I mean 
they really have nothing biblically to do with anything, they’re not going to survive, 
because we build things on the foundation of Christ, the strength of God’s word. So all 
these things that are just done for the sake of doing them and to look good, they’re not 
going to last. Because only the things of God last. It’s disturbing that more of the 
traditions and trends run in the Black Church than anywhere else. But I don’t think it’s 
going to make it. Because there’s too many other outside things going on as well that I 
see, not necessarily all of them, but the numbers aren’t going to last. They’re going to go 
down. There’s no other way around it. Because at this point, at most Black churches, the 
generations (...) who are mostly attending are in their 50s, their 60s, their 70s and there’s 
nobody. There are no Millennials. There are no youth. It’s like, I see it. Like I have been 
seeing it these past couple of years. Churches are just dying out because they’re not 
letting go of their tradition and their ways, and there is no one else to pick up and carry 
on.  

Got you. I hear you. Let’s see. My last question. Before we wrap up, is there anything 
more that you feel is important to share in regards to your experience or the Millennial 
experience in the Black Church? 
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REBEKAH: It’s important to remember that not every Black Church is like those 
negative experiences. 

Ok. All right. Thank you so much.  
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