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Abstract 
 

 This project explores the intersections of racialized trauma and faith development in 

individuals who at sometime during their life identified as religiously unaffiliated or “nones.” 

Through the lens of life stories, nine individuals describe their faith journeys from their earliest 

memories of life to their most recent adult experiences.   

 Their courageous sharing sheds light on the connections between racism and racialized 

trauma and the precious moments when faith in God moved them forward on their journey of 

faith.  Their stories highlight the experience of 250 years of historical trauma from slavery and 

its intergenerational influence, alongside the instances of racism members of the Black 

community continued to experience.   

 The stories that they shared also help us to understand that God inserts himself into the 

lives of His people in ways that are unexpected, sometimes not written about and often 

misunderstood.  Like life, faith development is a journey not a destination.   
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Introduction 

 

For many of us, the journey of our lives is a long and winding road.  When we consider 

the twists and turns, the highs and lows of life, it is no wonder that we often become preoccupied 

with our destination and pay far less attention to how we get there.  The question “Are we 

there?” sometimes suggests that not much happens on the journey, and that the main event takes 

place when we finally reach our destination.  For many, the lesson that the journey is as 

important as the destination, comes well into the journey of our lives.   

 Journeys of faith are an aspect of journeys of life. What happens along this journey is 

important and often influences the stops we make along the way, as well as the destination.  This 

project is not a philosophical exploration of the journey of life, but is instead an opportunity to 

understand how faith, our confidence and trust in God, develops and provides direction and 

guidance in our relationship with God, church, and community.  I begin this work believing that 

God plays the major role in the faith journey of people’s lives.   

 As for my own faith journey, I regularly attended church, including Sunday school, 

Baptist Training Union, and Evening Worship most Sundays.  I made a profession of faith in the 

finished work of Jesus Christ on the cross, at eight years old and was baptized in the presence of 

family (biological and church.) Regular attendance in Sunday School and Worship nurtured my 

intellect and my spiritual development.  

 Church is where I first heard the story of God’s love for me, and how He sent Jesus to die 

on the cross for me.  Church is where I learned that God has often intervened in the lives of 

people when He wanted, and when they least expected it.1 

 
1      Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction. (Cleveland: The 
Pilgrim Press, 2008). 
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 As a self-identified Christian most of my life, I actively participated in the life of the 

church in the capacities of teacher, choir director, church trustee, Sunday school superintendent, 

and ordained minister and missionary.  My experience is an example of what was possible at the  

time.  This project will explore other journeys of faith in individuals who embraced Christian 

faith, but whose journeys look different. 

   While my personal experience seems to fit a more traditional understanding of faith 

development, my experience is not universal.  This project will offer life stories that describe 

paths of faith development that may be considered nontraditional.  

 This project explores the development of faith in individuals who were religiously 

unaffiliated until later in life.  The life stories each of the participants share, describes how their 

faith developed despite not “growing up” in church. These individuals described themselves as 

sometimes unaffiliated and unchurched for periods of their lives. 

 At the heart of this project are interviews conducted using ethnographic methodology 

with nine individuals. The life stories will offer an understanding of how faith develops and of 

the influence of racialized trauma in the faith lives of the nine interviewees.  The life stories will 

also recount what I consider to be God’s intervention in the lives of His people. At age 75, God 

promised Abram that he would make him a great nation.  Abram and his wife Sarai travel from 

their home in Ur, place to place waiting on God’s promise (Genesis 12.)  Abraham and Sarah 

wait twenty-five years on God’s promise of a son (Genesis 21.)  Stories abound of God revealing 

himself to his people, David the young shepherd anointed to be king (1 Samuel 16,) Daniel the 

young boy carried into captivity, prayerfully waiting for God’s guidance and protection 

(Daniel1.)  Let’s see what God will do, not limited to the sacred.  God can and will operate in 

sacred and secular places to get the attention and the trust of His people. 
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Secondly, this project considers the role that trauma, including racialized trauma, has 

played in their lives and explores any connection that trauma may have to their faith journeys.  

Some research regarding trauma suggests that faith increases resilience and resilience promotes 

healing from trauma.  In the absence of traditional faith journeys, we will learn more about the 

intersection of trauma and faith development, specifically racialized trauma and its role in faith 

development.  My interest in racialized trauma including personal and transgenerational trauma 

is sparked by a 400-year history of enslavement of Africans and their descendants and systemic 

racism in America.  

This project is important to the field of ministry because it will offer a better 

understanding of trauma’s impact on faith development and explore the intersection between 

faith development and racialized trauma in individuals who are religiously unaffiliated. My 

primary audience is Black Baptist church leaders, but I believe that the Black Baptist Church will 

take an interest in this project.  The Black Church has a long history of creating ministries to 

meet the needs of the Black Community.  The Black Church has addressed issues of social 

justice, educational equity, cultural enrichment, political advocacy, and economic development 

along with addressing the spiritual needs of church members and the community at large.  Food 

and housing programs, community development programs and after-school programs have been 

a part of engagement and outreach to the Black community.  The research from this project will 

provide guidance to church leaders on successfully engaging “nones” (religiously unaffiliated 

individuals) in a healthy manner without retraumatizing individuals who come to the church in 

the hope of having their needs met. 

None of the participants in this project regularly attended church as children. Some 

experienced long periods as religiously unaffiliated, but each developed strong faith later in life. 
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The participants in this project have all lived during significant historical events including the 

migration of African Americans to the North from the South in the early 1900s to take advantage 

of economic opportunities in the midst of segregation and Jim Crow. The Civil Rights movement 

and the assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King, Jr. are 

associated with significant events in the Black community viewed by many as traumatic. 

 All the participants are three generations removed from slavery and their experiences of 

racialized trauma may be both current and passed down epigenetically.  This trauma may be 

multigenerational and have an effect on the participants in this project.   

The key questions at the core of this project have to do with whether racialized trauma 

affected the faith lives of religiously affiliated people who participated in this project; whether 

stage-based theories of faith development shed light on their faith journeys; and whether Black 

churches can learn from their experiences about engaging individuals who not yet part of the 

church. 

The key terms that follow provide a lens for considering important concepts related to the 

key questions. The terms assist the reader in thinking about trauma, specifically racialized 

trauma, faith development and formation and religious affiliation. 

 

Key Terms 

Ethnography is a way of immersing oneself in the life of another person or group of people in 
order to learn something about and from them.  Ethnographic techniques include observing 
others’ behavior, listening to their stories as well as recording observations and reflections2. 
 
Faith Development and Formation is defined as a set of beliefs and values that give one’s life 
meaning and may or may not be associated with a set of spiritual practices.  Like stages of 
human development, James Fowler describes “stages of faith” and faith development and 
formation that typically begins as early as preschool, when children attend Sunday School and/or 
church services 

 
 2        Moschella. 
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“Nones” are individuals who self-identify as religiously unaffiliated.  “Nones” form a diverse 
community of people who may or may not engage in practices related to their beliefs.  Practices 
may include meditation and yoga, though not necessarily on a regular basis, and communing 
with nature, and spending time in nature as a spiritual practice.  “Nones” may also explore non-
Christian faith traditions such as Buddhism or Hinduism, and be theist as well as atheist, 
agnostic, or nothing in particular. 
 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) come in many forms, from physical and mental abuse 
to neglect and household dysfunction.  A Centers for Disease Control and Prevention-Kaiser 
study identifies experiences in three categories: abuse, neglect, household dysfunction.   Included 
under abuse is physical, emotional, and sexual abuse.  Included under neglect is physical and 
emotional neglect.  Included under household dysfunction is mental illness, having an 
incarcerated relative, substance abuse, domestic violence, and divorce3.  Other types of adverse 
childhood experiences include community and environmental experiences such as racism, 
bullying and community violence. 
 
Trauma occurs when a person is overwhelmed by events or circumstances, and responds with 
intense fear, horror and/or helplessness4.  It results in individual reactions that include fight, 
flight, or freeze. Trauma can be a single event or can be reoccurring.  Multiple forms of trauma 
can be combined creating complex trauma.  Trauma is not just psychological; it is also 
physiological.  Trauma is experienced in the body. 
 
Racialized Trauma, or race-based stress, refers to the events of danger related to real or 
perceived experiences of racial discrimination.  These experiences include threats of harm and 
injury, humiliating and shaming events, and witnessing harm to other people of color due to real 
or perceived racism5 
 
Epigenetics is the study of heritable changes in gene function that occur without a change in the 
sequence of the DNA6      
 
 
 

 

 
3        “What Are ACEs? Joining Forces for Children.,” accessed June 13, 2021, 
http://www.joiningforcesfor children.org/what-are-aces/. 
 
4      “How to Manage Trauma.” (National Council for Behavioral Health), accessed June 13, 2021, 
www.TheNationalCouncil.org. 
 
5 R. T. Carter, “Racism and Psychological Emotional Injury. Recognizing and Assessing Race-Based 
Traumatic Stress.,” Counseling Psychologist, no. 35 (2007): 103–5. 
 
6       Mark Wolynn, It Didn’t Start with You: How Inherited Family Trauma Shapes Who We Are and 
How to End the Cycle. (New York: Penguin Books, 2016). 
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Chapter One 
 

Literature Review 
 

 
 This study draws upon research in several areas, including faith development, trauma, 

American History of the Black Experience, and the Black Church. 

RESEARCH ON FAITH DEVELOPMENT 

 James W. Fowler, theologian and long-time professor at Emory University is well-known 

for his work in Faith Development Theory.  Fowler describes six stages of Faith Development7.   

Ages and Stages 

Considered a classic by many, author, professor, and pastor James W. Fowler describes 

in his book Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning, 

six stages of faith development.  Much like developmentalists Jean Piaget, Lawrence Kohlberg, 

and Erik Erikson, Fowler uses a similar approach in describing faith development and the quest 

for meaning.  Each stage describes human development across the life span from psychosocial, 

moral, and structural perspectives of development. Gaps in the ages of stages allow for different 

paces in development.   

 At Stage 1, the Intuitive-Projective Stage a child between 3-7 years old is influenced by 

the examples, moods, actions, and stories of faith related by their parents.  Children become 

aware of the perspectives of others and in particular the importance of the perspectives of 

parents.  Awareness of the behaviors of others is important.  Church attendance and associated 

 
7     James W. Fowler, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for 
Meaning. (New York: Harper One, 1981). 



7 
 

behaviors may begin during Stage 1.  How children experience their parents’ ideas about church 

and lessons of faith is closely attended to by young children.  Children have an opportunity to put 

their imaginations to work when they hear stories from the Bible.   Despite the experience of 

hearing Bible stories, at this stage, children are imitating their parents.  Some master the stage at 

7, others at a slightly later age.   

 In Stage 2, the Mystic-Literal Stage usually occurs around 10 years of age, children move 

to a much more concrete ways of thinking about faith.  Moving away from imagination to the 

concrete, children are much more interested in the facts of a situation, and issues of fairness.  The 

rightness and wrongness of things, just versus unjust, and the literal meaning takes on greater 

importance and significance.  Bible stories that children heard in Stage 1 are now lifted off the 

pages and the detail of narratives is embraced.  In this stage it is no longer what parents believe 

but what the child adopts.  This is a stage where teenagers and young adults may spend an 

extended period of time before transitioning to Stage 3.   

 Ah, puberty!  Puberty brings a multitude of changes, physical, hormonal, mental, social, 

emotional, and psychological to name a few.  In Stage 3, the influence in faith development 

moves decidedly from parents and family, home, and church to more extended interaction in the 

world. The beginning of identity formation and ideas regarding how individuals feel about 

themselves, and also how peers and friends feel about them, becomes more important, sometimes 

more important than parents, family and church.  Stage 3, Synthetic-Conventional Faith has it’s 

rise in adolescence, but may remain a permanent place; individuals may not move beyond this 

stage.  Beliefs including religious ones may be deeply felt but also quietly held.  Often personal 

beliefs have not been put to the test of close examination.  It is interesting to note, and it is at this 

age we see the emergence of “nones” at its highest percentage.  Stage 3 is very much the stage of 
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personally identity and the synthesis of identity and faith.  One’s past and anticipated future are 

shaped by personality, identity, and faith.  Contradictions between past and present valued 

authority sources change along with valued practices.  Critical reflections can contribute to a 

push through Stage 3 and create a readiness for Stage 4.   

 The transition to Stage 4 involves the ability to take responsibility for personal beliefs, 

lifestyle, attitude, values, and commitments.  Though Stage 4, which Fowler calls Individuative-

Reflective, may occur in late adolescence or early adulthood, it may also emerge in the mid-

thirties or forties.  Stage 4 is marked by a double development, identity of self and development 

of a particular outlook or world view.   Stage 4 is also marked by inner voices that encourage a 

move away from the neatness of self-identity and self-worldview.  A push for a dialectical, 

multi-perspective approach sets the stage for the transition for Stage 5.  

 Stage 5, referred to as Conjunctive Faith, involves integration of one’s identity and 

worldview with past and present voices that had been previously dismissed as part of the process 

of establishing one’s identity and worldview.  It is the critical recognition allowing other views, 

other truths, previously held “at bay” to live in the conscious space that more fully developed in 

Stage 4. Stage 5 comes with both the ability and the vulnerability to live with the irony of life’s 

situations.  Stage 5, Conjunctive Faith is the stage where one manages to sit with the dialectic 

without becoming complacent or cynical.  Stage 5 sees division of humankind and at the same 

time feels the pressure of the imperative of inclusion.  This is the stage of “now and not yet”.  

Stage 5 forms the foundation for some to move on to Stage 6, Universalizing Faith. 

 Fowler believes that it is rare for people to reach Stage 6, Universalizing Faith. The 

persons who achieve this stage are actualizers of the spirit of an inclusive human community.  

They create a contagious zone of liberation from social, political, ideological, and sometime 
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religious shackles.  Life is loved and held loosely.  Fowler considered the following individuals 

as representative of Stage 6: Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., Mother Teresa of Calcutta, 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Abraham Heschel.  Inclusive community, radical commitment to 

justice and love, passion for a transformed world in accordance with both divine and 

transcendent are criteria for Stage 6.  Stage 6, Universalizing Faith does not mean perfect, and it 

does almost always include radical monotheistic faith.  Radical monotheistic faith that doesn’t 

prevent one from engaging with others of different faith traditions and others at different stages 

of faith.  Stage 6 embodies ways of leaning into the future of God for all beings.  There people 

embody openness to the power of the future, creating zones of liberation and rattling the cages 

that constrict human future.  Individuals at Stage 6 are ready to spend and be spent bringing 

about the Kingdom. 

 Fowler’s extensive work in the study of stages of faith has a long history. This work is 

based on the work of others in the areas of Human Development.  Work done by Piaget, 

Kohlberg, and Erikson on psychological, moral, cognitive, and social development provides a 

secular approach to the exploration of how humans make sense of their experiences throughout 

life.  Fowler’s work doesn’t acknowledge the spiritual aspect of faith development. The stages of 

faith he identifies don’t include a theological aspect. There are countless stories of faith that 

include God’s participation and power at work.   

Faith development requires faith, possibly only the tiniest amount.  In the stories of the 

nine individuals I interviewed, there was not a question of God’s existence, but their faith 

developed from the knowledge that God loved them and was interested in their well-being.  Each 

of them heard that message not at a particular age but in one of life’s critical moments.  



10 
 

             The religiously unaffiliated are the fastest growing group in the U.S. This group, “nones” 

are people who select “none of the above” from a list of religious affiliations, though they may 

have a variety of spiritual practices, and they may not actually be anti-religious or anti-God.   

 There is a dearth of knowledge regarding the cultural differences in African Americans and 

people of color and faith development.   In Fowler’s description of stages of faith many of the 

examples used were not examples seen in the Black community.  Both the experiences of the 

black family and the black church are assumed to be similar to white experiences.  Assumptions 

like this don’t take into effect how both the Black family and Black church may differ from 

white America and why. There is no discussion of how the history of slavery, white supremacy 

and systematic racism may play a role in enhancing or obstructing the development of faith.  As 

new knowledge and understanding emerge regarding faith development, new theories will help 

in meeting the needs of people across a variety of differences. 

 Professor, author, and director of children’s ministries in Michigan, Robert Keeley 

discusses the importance of understanding faith development in its early stages.  Keeley makes 

the point of reminding the reader that faith is a gift from God, enabled by the Holy Spirit to work 

in the lives of people through the outpouring of God’s grace. “For by grace you have been saved 

through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God—not the results of works, so 

that no one may boast.” (Ephesians 2: 8,9) NRSV.  Keeley stresses that the home is vitally 

important in the early years of faith development.  Each of the stages of faith development is best 

experienced in community with others.  Creating opportunity to be with other Christians helps to 

fully experience faith development at various times in life.   
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 Keeley makes some attempt to simplify key aspects of Fowler’s theory by emphasizing 

certain activities or behaviors during some stages of faith development8.   For example, early 

stages of faith development are marked by the church’s ability to make very young children feel 

welcome in church.  This correlates with Erickson’s suggestion that trust is an important issue 

for children at a certain age.  In the next stage, children are reflecting parental faith, not their 

own.  As children get older stories, particularly Bible stories become as important tool in 

growing their faith, but language development provides more ways of reflecting their parent’s 

faith.  Keeley is not wedded to faith development at a particular age but in accomplishing key 

features of faith development before moving to the next stage if there is a next stage.  

 Robert Kegan writes about human development in the book, The Evolving Self. 

Specifically, Kegan writes about development in cognitive and moral domains as a way of 

“making meaning” of one’s actions9. The author posits that making meaning of things happens in 

dynamic interaction with others.  During some developmental epochs, according to Kegan, 

individuals are drawn into closer connection with others, while at other times, individuals move 

toward independence from others.  This alternating cycle spirals through each person’s lifetime 

and meaning making is influenced by the person’s orientation relative to others at a particular 

moment.  This ideal of “making meaning” begins early in life and is an important idea 

particularly during adolescence because it is an aspect of shaping individual identity that 

continues throughout life.   

 

 
8     Robert Keeley, “Faith Development and Faith Formation: More Than Just Ages and Stages.,” 
Lifelong Faith, Fall (2010): 20–27. 
 
9      Robert Kegan, The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development. 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982). 
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RESEARCH ON NONES (RELIGIOUSLY UNAFFILIATED) 

According to data released from General Social Survey (GSS) in 2018, the number of 

religiously unaffiliated people has been growing since the early 1990s10.  The data suggest that of 

six religious traditions: Evangelical Protestants, Mainline Protestants, Black Protestants, 

Catholics, Jews, Other Traditions (Muslims, Mormons, Buddhists, Hindus) all have been 

outpaced in growth by “nones”.  The Pew Research Center takes a different approach with twelve 

religious traditions and three religiously unaffiliated categories: atheist, agnostic, and “nothing in 

particular”. 

Additionally, there are three key factors that help to distinguish the religiously affiliated 

from the religiously unaffiliated.  These factors are religious behavior, religious beliefs and 

religious belonging or identity.  Religious behavior is thought to be evidence of an individual’s 

faith as measured by church attendance. Religious behavior as measured by church attendance is 

not without challenges.  There are reasons why people may or may not regularly attend religious 

services, including employment, choices of churches in some areas, and age.  Church attendance 

as a measure of faith in the light of the current pandemic that has closed many churches, 

synagogues, and places of religious gathering for in person attendance raises questions regarding 

church attendance as a reliable measure of faith.  Additional examples of religious behavior 

could be the practice of Bible reading, Christian education, regular devotions, along with the 

practice of praying. These practices promote building a relationship with God while informing 

how to relate to each other.   

 
10     Ryan P. Burge, The Nones: Where They Came From, Who They Are, And Where They Are Going. 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2021). 
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Religious belief is often described by some as how one relates to God.  The relationship 

that one has with his/her God is often described as a vertical relationship.  This description of 

relating to God alone diminishes the importance of the horizontal relationship; how individuals’ 

faith informs how they relate to other people.  Both the vertical and horizontal relationship are 

important and informed by the tenets of faith found in the sacred text, the Bible.  The Bible is the 

basis of theological lessons taught in the context of language and culture that individuals live in.  

While this results in multitude of diversity in perspectives, the tenets themselves, under the 

influence of the Holy Spirit provides a set of beliefs that can be informative of one’s faith, and 

one’s religious affiliation.  Individuals who are religiously unaffiliated and identify as “nothing 

in particular” may have beliefs in God similar to those who identify as relating to God (vertical 

relationship) that also informs their relationship with others (horizontal). “Nones” also report that 

the relationship with God is informed by tenets of the Bible, as well as nature and creation.  

Their behaviors may be reflected in connecting with nature as part of their religious practice.  It 

may also be the case that neither “nones” or individuals who identify as being religiously 

affiliated may identify as such except on the occasion of being asked.  

When we consider religious affiliation across the demographics of age, race, and gender, 

it is important to note that between the ages of 20 and 40 years, exist the highest incident of 

religiously unaffiliated or “nones”. Almost 60% of “nones” were under the age of thirty-five 

years between 1972-2008.  That age shifted to thirty years of age between 2008-2018.  Later in 

this chapter we will discuss possible developmental issues that may explain identifying as 

religiously unaffiliated at this age.   

Men are more likely to identify as religiously unaffiliated than women, and both men and 

women identify at a higher percentage if they are NOT parents, than men or women who are 
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parents.  Black Americans had the lowest percentage of people who identify as religiously 

unaffiliated in 2008, but the percentage has almost doubled in 2018 to 32%. Still the data 

suggests that Blacks who identify as “nones”, don’t identify as agnostic or atheist but “nothing in 

particular”. 

RESEARCH ON TRAUMA 

Like faith development theory, much of the research on trauma begins with what happens 

early in life.  Nadine Burke Harris, M.D., former Surgeon General of California in her TED Talk, 

“How Childhood Trauma Affects Health Across a Lifetime”, described the connection between 

trauma and illness11.  Harris helped to create a model for early evaluation of trauma and 

developed early interventions including the identification of Adverse Child Experiences (ACEs).  

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) happen in a number of ways: including physical 

and emotional, and influence future health conditions and chronic illnesses.  Nadine Burke 

Harris, M.D., former surgeon general of California, describes how childhood trauma affects 

health across our lifetime in her 2014 Ted Talk. She describes her work as a pediatrician in an 

underserved community in San Francisco, California.   Dr. Burke Harris discovers that high 

incidences of trauma are related to the development of chronic health conditions in adulthood. 

The presence of ACEs is accessed by a screening tool of ten questions about the presence of 

abuse and neglect.12  Additionally, the presence of a family member with mental illness 

including addiction disease or a family member who is incarcerated are included in the 

assessment.  An ACEs questionnaire has been developed for both children and adults.  In adults 

 
11     Nadine Burke Harris, How Childhood Trauma Affects Health Across a Lifetime., 2014, 
https://www.ted.com/talks/ndine burke harris how childhood trauma affects health across a lifetime. 
 
12 “Adverse Childhood Experience Questionnaire for Adults” (California Surgeon General’s Clinical 
Advisory Committee, 2020), https.//www.acesaware.org/wp-content/. 
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this questionnaire provides a retrospective picture that may explain chronic health conditions.   

“ACEs are common, 70% of Americans have at least one ACE.  One in eight individuals have a 

score of four or more ACEs”13.  Higher incidences of ACEs can result in the development of 

COPD, hepatitis, and depression, among other things.  An ACE score of seven leads to heart 

disease and addiction.  High incidence of adversity in childhood may also lead to high-risk 

behaviors, like smoking, alcohol and drug use, and gang violence.  Asthma, COPD, heart disease 

and hypertension are related to ACEs scores.  When other underlying factors are considered, like 

historical trauma, intergenerational trauma, community trauma along with incidences of 

bullying, it becomes clearer that trauma and toxic stress affect health across a lifetime.    

This follows the work of Sandra Bloom, M.D. of Drexel University, Bessel van der Kolk, 

M.D. from the Boston Trauma Center, and Gabor Maté, M.D. from Vancouver, BC.  While there 

are others working in the field of trauma, these four stand out because of their work is recognized 

nationally and internationally.  Bloom’s work with children led to the creation of the Sanctuary 

Model for children/youth receiving residential services.  This model is an attempt to keep both 

staff and children emotionally and physically safe, while receiving services and providing 

children/youth with skills for managing themselves and achieving their goals in the future14. 

Bessel van der Kolk and Gabor Maté have been prominent in studying the role of trauma 

in adult life, particularly in the development of serious mental illness including addiction disease.  

Thanks to social media, Bessel van der Kolk and Gabor Maté have a plethora of presentations on 

YouTube.  These presentations are easily digested for viewers who don’t have backgrounds in 

 
13     Burke Harris, How Childhood Trauma Affects Health Across a Lifetime. 
 
14     The Sanctuary Institute, “The Sanctuary Model,” 2017, https://www.thesanctuaryinstitute.org/about-
us/the-sanctuary-model/. 
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psychiatry or psychology.  Van der Kolk’s book, The Body Keep Scores and Gabor Mate’s book, 

When the Body Says No described their work with adult communities. 

 Bessel van der Kolk’s discovery of the role of trauma in adults comes with lessons he 

learned from Vietnam veterans while working at the Massachusetts Mental Health Center15.  Van 

der Kolk heard stories of nightmares first from men and then from women.  He learned that the 

nightmares were actually fragments of memories of childhood abuse, and other atrocities too 

horrific for them to consciously recall.  Van der Kolk uncovered evidence that trauma resided in 

the brain, mind, and the body. Any healing that occurred would need to focus on all aspects of 

trauma. Van der Kolk’s work helped mental health professionals understand that treatment had to 

occur on a number of fronts; cognitive therapy, body work including Eye Movement 

Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR), acupressure, yoga, and safe recall of traumatic 

memories were part of the healing processes. 

In Bessel Van der Kolk’s book, The Body Keeps Score, the author writes that trauma 

happens and remains in the brain, mind, and body.  Van der Kolk goes into great detail 

describing how the brain is affected by trauma, including how the three parts of the brain 

affected by trauma influence the functions it performs.  The brain develops from the bottom up.  

The reptilian brain or as Bruce Perry, M.D. describes “the lizard brain “organizes basic life 

functions that include breathing and heart rate.  In response to threats to life sustaining functions 

our reptilian brain reacts to annihilate the threat.  The limbic brain organizes our emotions.  The 

pre-frontal cortex is where executive function takes place.  Information is organized and 

prioritized in anticipation of planning related relevant activities.  Functioning in the pre-frontal 

cortex is where our brain decides how to manage our relationships.  Trauma can disrupt 

 
15     Bessel Van Der Kolk, The Body Keeps Score. (New York: Penguin Books, 2014). 
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functioning in all three areas of the brain including managing relationships, managing emotions, 

and managing how we react in situations we believe are an outright threat to our survival.  In 

children, Bruce Perry, M.D. talks about “lizard brain” vs “wizard brain”.  Lizard brain 

annihilates the threat, wizard brain outsmarts the threat. 

Some reactions to trauma in a given moment may be difficult to explain because some 

behavior is a reaction to a traumatic experience held in our bodies for a long time.  Van Der Kolk 

suggests that there is a heaviness in remembering traumatic memories.  

 Gabor Maté focuses his work in the book, When the Body Says No, on the stress-disease 

connection16.   As a physician Maté attempts to understand the connection between disease and 

stress by sharing stories of trauma, even childhood trauma in people experiencing various 

diseases, autoimmune disorders and terminal illnesses including cancer. Gabor Maté’s video and 

his second book, In the Realm of the Hungry Ghosts, offer perspectives on addiction disease and 

has expanded the understanding of trauma and the treatment of addiction disease17.   Maté helped 

establish the connection between mind and body, and his insistence on delving into life stories 

has helped understand the importance of the source of pain in treating addiction disease. 

 Leading trauma therapist and author Resmaa Menakem shares insight into healing 

racialized trauma.  Menakem concurs with van der Kolk and Mate that trauma resides in the 

body.  Menakem describes the impact that racialized trauma has on both the victims of race-

based trauma and the perpetrator of race-based trauma.  In his book, My Grandmother’s Hands, 

 
16     Gabor Maté, M.D., When the Body Says No: Exploring the Stress-Disease Connection (Hoboken: 
John Wiley & Sons, 2003). 
 
17     Gabor Maté, M.D., Gabor Maté, M.D. In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts., 2017, 
https://youtu.be/07nOScAHnXI. 
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Menakem describes the impact of racialized trauma on his grandmother’s life and some of the 

ways she attempted to manage her traumatic experiences18.   Menakem also opens with the 

acknowledgement that white body supremacy originated in Europe before the American 

colonies, as part of indentured servitude  

 Mark Wolynn, director of the Family Constellation Institute in San Francisco and author 

of the book, It Didn’t Start with You, shares the science of epigenetics and multigenerational 

genetic influence of familial trauma19.   In his book Wolynn described the science that has been 

around for more than 25 years.  Wolynn shares research on children of Holocaust survivors, 

children of pregnant women who were in or near the World Trade Center on 9/11/2001, and 

children of survivors of the 1994 Rwandan War.  Wolynn provides evidence of genetic material 

going back at least two generations to grandparents, and genetic material influenced by 

transgenerational trauma that shapes emotional and mental make-up in people alive today.  

Wolynn provides lessons in breaking the cycle of inherited family trauma by sharing stories that 

appear in core language and memories that may be stories of parents and grandparents.     

All Americans carry trauma in our bodies around the myth of race.  Black bodies carry 

deep traumatic wounds of racism and racialized trauma from white supremacy.  The trauma that 

lives in white bodies is also deep and harmful.  While white supremacy benefits white 

Americans, it also does great harm to white bodies’ hearts, minds, souls, and psyche.  White 

supremacy attempts to legitimize a “white way” of seeing things, a view that suggests that the 

only way to get back to normalcy is a return to the way things used to be.   Like much-needed 

 
18     Resmaa Menakem, My Grandmother’s Hands: Racialized Trauma and the Pathway to Mending Our 
Hearts and Bodies. (Las Vegas: Central Recovery Press, 2017). 
 
19      Wolynn, It Didn’t Start with You: How Inherited Family Trauma Shapes Who We Are and How to 
End the Cycle. 
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conversations that are necessary regarding historical trauma from slavery, there seems to be even 

more unwillingness to discuss the experience and impact of white supremacy on the individuals 

who embrace and practice white privilege and supremacy.   

 “The story of one life cannot be told apart from the story of other life stories.”  This quote 

from feminist writer Susan Griffin captures the long story of trauma.  First, the slave narratives 

help us to understand American life for the enslaved Black men and women captured in Africa 

and brought across the Atlantic Ocean to the colonies or born here into slavery.  The stories of 

two Black families, the history of one going back to 1857 and coming down four generations to 

today help to understand the impact of the trauma of slavery, white supremacy and racism that 

have continued to play a significant role in the ability to fully live out ones’ potential and 

purpose.    The stories connect the reader to a part of the experience of Black Americans post 

slavery.  This story of the Black experience is a story of trauma, slavery, oppression and racism, 

and is a reminder that: 

After a long time, the king of Egypt died.  The Israelites groaned under their 
slavery and cried out.  Out of the slavery their cry rose up to God.  God heard 
their groaning and moaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob.  God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them. 
(Exodus 2: 23-25 NRSV)   

This story took place in North Africa (Egypt) and it is hard to imagine that West Africans 

who later became enslaved Africans in America were unfamiliar with this story.  It is possible 

that this story was heard on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. 

AMERICAN HISTORY AND RACIALIZED TRAUMA 

 The book Stand Your Ground, by academician, author and theologian Kelly Brown 

Douglas offers extensive detail on the originals of white supremacy and “American 

Exceptionalism”, that goes back to 98 C.E. and the Roman historian Tacitus.  Tacitus provides a 
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portrait of Germanic tribes who he believed created a perfect form of government.  These 

Germanic tribes were considered superior by Tacitus and shifted the focus from intellect and 

common sense to blood line.  The Anglo-Saxon identity was birthed, and a remnant (Pilgrims 

and Puritans) arrived in the colonies and the myth of American Exceptionalism found a home in 

the minds of founding fathers Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson.  Both would express the 

importance of Anglo-Saxon language and culture.  In a 1751 essay Franklin writes “all Africa is 

black, or tawny, Asia is chiefly tawny… the Saxons only excepted, who with the English make 

the principal body of white people on the face of the earth.  I could wish their numbers were 

increased”20.   Forty years later, astronomer and surveyor of what would eventually be 

Washington, DC, Benjamin Banneker wrote to Secretary of State, Thomas Jefferson:  

Sir, I am fully sensible of the greatness of that freedom, which I take with 
you on the present occasion; a liberty which seemed to me scarcely allowable, 
when I reflected on that distinguished and dignified station in which you stand,…I 
suppose it is a truth too well attested to you, to need a proof here, that we are a 
race of beings, who have long labored under the abuse and censure of the world; 
that we have long been considered rather as brutish than human, and scarcely 
capable of mental endowments…Sir, I hope I may safely admit, in consequences 
of that report which hath reached me, that you are a man far less inflexible, and 
well-disposed toward us; and that you are willing and ready to lend your aid and 
assistance to our relief, from those many distresses, and numerous calamities, to 
which we are reduced…and that your sentiments are concurrent with mine, which 
are, that one universal Father hath given being to us all; and that he hath not only 
made us all of one flesh, but that he hath also , without partiality, afforded us all 
the same sensation and endowed us all with the same faculties; and that however 
variable we may be in society or religion, however diversified in situation or 
color, we are all of the same family, and stand in the same relation to him….Your 
most obedient humble Servant.  Benjamin Banneker21. 

Eleven days later Thomas Jefferson’s reply to Benjamin Banneker: 

 
20     Kelly Brown Douglas, Stand Your Ground: Black Bodies and the Justice of God. (Maryknoll: Orbis, 
2015), 17. 
 
21     Benjamin Banneker, “Letter to Thomas Jefferson from Benjamin Banneker, 1791.,” 1791, 
http://digital.library.temple.edu/cdm/ref/collection/p16002coll5/id/237. 
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Sir, I thank you sincerely for your letter of the 19th instant and for the 
Almanac it contained. No body wishes more than I do to see such proofs as you 
exhibit, that nature has given to our black brethren, talents equal to those of other 
colors of men, and that the appearance of a want of them is owing merely to the 
degrade condition of their existence, both in Africa and America. I can add with 
truth, that no body wishes more ardently to see a good system commenced for 
raising the condition both of their body and mind to what it ought to be, as fast as 
the imbecility of their present existence, and other circumstances which cannot be 
neglected, will admit. I am width great esteem, Sir Your most obedt humble 
servt22. 

Thomas Jefferson’s wish to see proof that his black brethren were equal to all men of 

other colors is a reminder that the myth of American exceptionalism found a home with our 

founding fathers and that this myth of exceptionalism has weaved itself into American History. 

Over time Anglo-Saxon blood becomes whiteness and whiteness becomes cherished property.  

In America the white body becomes cherished, and the black body becomes chattel!  Presidents 

Theodore Roosevelt and later Woodrow Wilson would express similar sentiments to Franklin’s 

regarding concern over increasing the numbers of those of Anglo-Saxon blood.  From the myth 

of American exceptionalism, white supremacy has emerged paving the way not only for slavery 

for 250 years, but the birth and violence of the Ku Klux Klan, Jim Crow, Segregation, Violence 

against communities of color, Education Inequity, Voting Right’s Suppression, and Institutional 

and Systemic Racism in education, economics, housing, and access to healthcare that has led to 

another 150 years plus of systemic racism and racialized trauma. 

THE BLACK CHURCH 

 Jemar Tisby’s book, The Color of Compromise, opens with a vivid description of Sunday 

Service, September 15, 1963.  On this day at Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, 

 
22     Thomas Jefferson, “Thomas Jefferson to Benjamin Banneker, August 30, 1791, from the 
Works of Thomas Jefferson in Twelve Volumes.,” 1791, Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/resource/mtj1.014_1009_1009. 
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Alabama, four girls were heading to the church basement following Sunday School when a bomb 

exploded killing all four girls and injuring twenty other people. In his book, Tisby traces 

America’s white churches’ complicity in racism that dates back to 1619, the Virginia slave laws 

and the church’s decision to first support slavery, then to remain “neutral on the ownership of 

slaves”.  After emancipation, America’s churches participated in perpetuating the myth of “the 

lost cause,” the growth of the Ku Klux Klan, as well as the argument that the Black race could 

never equal the white race23.  

 Pastor, professor, and author, Wayne E. Croft, Sr. provides a detailed history of the Black 

Baptist Church in his latest book, A History of the Black Baptist Church: I Don’t Feel No Ways 

Tired”24. Croft posits that the Black Church began as soon as captured Africans arrived in the 

Colonies.  Worshiping along with whites, enslaved Africans experienced worship that was 

restrictive in an attempt to stave off possible slave rebellion. Soon enslaved Africans were 

worshiping away from the watchful eyes of owners and moved their worship to Praise Houses.  

The first Baptist Church was organized in 1750 in Silver Bluffs, South Carolina and institution of 

the Black Baptist Church was born.  By the mid-1800s, there were Black Baptist Churches from 

Boston, Massachusetts to Augusta, Georgia.  These churches organized in response to the 

atrocities of slavery, and continued to address issues of social injustice, alongside the ministry of 

the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Black Baptist Churches were responsible for organizing institutions 

of higher education, for supporting academic achievement, for supporting civil rights and 

political action, and leading efforts in domestic and foreign missions.  

  

 
23      Jemar Tisby, The Color of Compromise. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Reflective, 2019). 
 
24     Wayne E. Croft, Sr., A History of the Black Baptist Church: I Don’t Feel No Way Tired. (Valley 
Forge: Judson Press, 2020). 
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Chapter Two 

 
The Power of Our Stories 

 
 
 

 When I began this project, I knew that the life stories I heard could provide a rich colorful 

picture of what life was like in the generations following slavery.  The African Diaspora serves 

as a unique disruptor in the communal history of American slaves.  As part of indoctrination into 

slave life in America, slaves were routinely given names designed to humiliate and belittle them, 

elevating the role of overseer and owner and “making small” the humanity of the enslaved 

African.  Without the enslaved Africans’ language, culture, religious traditions and customs, 

thinking of enslaved Africans as chattel, the enslaved African’s former way of life was forced 

below the surface and beyond the attention of their owners.  Stories of life before slavery were 

lost and a new history as an enslaved African emerged. This new history as an enslaved African 

included the emergence of religious traditions in worship and prayer in places like the woods or 

the Praise House.  The introduction of food from West Africa included rice, yams, okra, black-

eyed peas, and even Ethiopian coffee were ways to keep African culture safely communicated to 

future generations.  

  Storytelling has long been said to be an African American (African as well) 

tradition.  I can remember how vivid the stories of my family were, and how family members 

competed to tell the best story, the story with the most “twists and turns,” and the stories that 

generated the most laughter from the listeners.  Some research suggests that stories of trauma can 

be retraumatizing.  It will be important to honor the tradition of listening to their stories and 



24 
 

helping the participants to hold their stories in a way that is healing.  This will be a reminder that 

listening is an act of love.       

  Life for enslaved Africans and their descendants after emancipation from slavery has 

included pervasive and persistent segregation and ongoing discrimination. The telling of 

American history has largely mischaracterized and/or excluded the history of the Black 

Americans and their experience in America.  The opportunity to listen to stories of African 

Americans for this study was an opportunity, an actual gift to both the listener and the storyteller. 

 Ethnography is a way of immersing the listener in the life of another. By capturing 

someone’s life story or aspects of it, the listener has a way of understanding how daily practices 

and beliefs are intertwined.  The life stories in this project help to provide a glimpse into the faith 

journeys of each participant.  By understanding specific religious practices like church 

attendance and membership, we get a glimpse of the faith journey each has traveled.  We can 

also get a glimpse of the Black Experience and the possible effects racism/racialized trauma may 

have played in the life stories shared.  I will talk about faith and trauma in greater detail in the 

chapters that follow. 

 I want to continue the discussion of listening and listening to life stories as important. I 

believe that our stories, the stories of everyday Black people—are as interesting and important as 

the celebrity stories we are bombarded with by the media every minute of the day.  When we 

take time to listen there is much we can discover and learn about people around us.  Everyday 

stories are important because all lives matter, and stories of Black lives are not as often shared as 

white stories.  Additionally, sometimes black stories are viewed by a different lens that is more 

critical, and judgmental, that reflects values and beliefs that are unique to white America.  As 
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individuals share their life story, they have an opportunity to discuss their ancestry and their 

stories may reflect core language influenced by intergenerational trauma.  

  As important as listening is, there would be little to listen to if people didn’t share their 

stories.  Telling our stories is important because our stories are our own, unique to each of us, 

and there is no better storyteller than the owner of the story.  Using our voice to tell our own 

story can be empowering.  No one can tell a story with more accuracy than the owner.  It is an 

opportunity to share what matters, what is important to the storyteller.  The storyteller tells a 

story rich in the storyteller’s core language, a language that likely reflects the influence of 

ancestral history and intergenerational trauma.  The power of the story in the words of the owner 

should not be underestimated.  That story told by the owner includes all the emotional emphasis 

and tone that helps the listener to both hear and understand the importance of events and 

relationships.   

 Listening is important, encouraging and empowering the owner of the story says, “Your 

story matters and you matter.” I’m thankful to the nine courageous individuals who shared their 

life stories for this project.  The nine individuals who agreed to share their stories are siblings 

from two families that I’m privilege to know. Family One, is composed of five siblings that I met 

twenty years ago when I moved to where I now live.  This family adopted me as a member of 

their family because I was now at a distance from my own family, who attended other churches 

and whose families kept them engaged in activities.  Over the twenty years we have been friends, 

I prayed for new babies, performed weddings and officiated at funerals.  Family Two, is the 

family I was born into, and includes lessons from my maternal grandmother.  She birthed nine 

children, and five sisters are still living today including my mother. There stories are more 

important than they realize because they have never really publicly shared their stories of 



26 
 

separation and loss.   What follows in the chapter are excerpts of each of their stories, focused on 

each participants’ faith journeys and their recall of traumatic events that may have influenced 

that faith journey.  A fuller analysis of the story of these two families can be found in the 

appendix. 

METHODOLOGY 

 When I planned this project I considered a larger number of life stories.  Thankfully time 

would not allow me to collect the twenty stories I thought would be perfect.  I thought that it 

would be informative and interesting to consider groups of siblings.  As I reviewed my time 

frame it became clear to me that proximity and familiarity were important factors. I also 

considered age, the stories that might be available for future research and who were the 

individuals most likely to share.   

 Both families shared stories from time to time, but not their individual stories.  I thought 

this project would be an opportunity to hear their stories of faith and life growing up.  These two 

families grew up in their family homes with both parents and seemed perfect for this project.  

Later, I would understand how ambitious ten stories were for the time I had available.   

 I spoke with each of the siblings in Family One, three brothers and two sisters about my 

idea and they immediately agreed.  I also spoke with each of the siblings, five sisters in Family 

Two about the project and they agreed as well.  There were other members of this family who 

heard about my project and wanted to participate as well.  I shared the importance of keeping the 

project at a reasonable sample size.   

 After the study was approved, I created interview questions and along with consent forms 

and a brief description of the study for the Institutional Review Board and purchased a 
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combination bookcase lockable file cabinet to hold the interview files as well as multiple drafts 

related to the project.   

 Interviews with each participant were scheduled and four hours were allowed for each 

interview.  Some interviews were much shorter than the time allowed, and some were slightly 

longer. Most of the interviews were approximately three hours. One interview involved travel to 

New York City and back in the same day.   In the end, the interviews yielded over 300 pages of 

transcribed material.  

I anticipated that there might be an emotional response to conducting these interviews 

that required extensive sessions with people with whom I have close, personal relationships.  

Accordingly, I scheduled appointments with a therapist between interview appointments.  This 

person agreed to accompany me through this process.  I also met with a personal fitness trainer 

twice per week.     

 One participant in Family Two, the eldest sister later declined to participate because of 

declining health.  Another participant shared a briefer life story.  This participant had recently 

recovered from a stroke, and the death of her youngest son who she was very close to.    

 After the interviews were completed, I attempted to transcribe each interview.  

Transcription was a challenge; the transcribing tools have difficulty transcribing the recorded 

interviews to print.  Transcripts were filed with other interview documents and the Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACEs) screening tools.  ACEs scores are included in the discussion of 

trauma. Because of the length of the conversations in their entirety carefully selected and 

representative excerpts from each participant are included here.   

TWO FAMILIES, NINE STORIES 
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 I was privileged to listen to nine individuals courageously share a part of their life stories. 

The stories focused on their faith journeys and the possible trauma that comes with living life as 

a Black American.  I learned a bit of family history (about parents and even grandparents) that I 

think was important to consider.  

Family One 

 The first (in order of interviews) family was three generations from slavery and found 

themselves living in a suburb of Philadelphia after relocating from various areas in northern 

Virginia. Five children were born over fourteen years to a father who worked for Lukens Steel in 

Coatesville, PA and a mother who worked inside and outside the home in a variety of jobs 

including Wyeth Laboratories.  These five children, three brothers DJ age 74 yrs. CJ age 71 yrs. 

and EJ age 63 yrs. and two sisters, KJ age 69 yrs. and WeJ (pronounced We-J) age 65 yrs. lived 

in the borough of West Chester, PA in a community that was diverse in race and ethnicity.  Their 

home was considered one of the nicest on the block and a new car, sometimes two, was always 

parked at the curb.  Each of the children attended one of the integrated neighborhood schools 

between 1955-1975.   

 It was during these early years that the three older children, DJ, CJ, and KJ began 

attending Sunday School at the nearby AME church.  Attending Sunday School regularly and 

participating in activities occasionally brought their mother to see them perform, but never their 

father.  It was during these years that the children noted that their father was rarely home.  He 

went to his job at Lukens Steel, came home for dinner and left for the evening.  Not sure of 

where he went, they were also aware that he didn’t interact with the family as much as their 

mother.  As the children grew older, they learned that their father was well-known in the 

community and was said to engage in the criminal enterprise of illegal gambling.  This along 
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with the children also noting that whenever their father transported them anywhere, “He drove 

really fast!” seemed to confirm that something was going on. On their birthdays, each child was 

given “a birthday spanking,” a hit for each year.  The youngest child finally refused this tradition 

when he reached his teenage years.   

 As young adults the children learned that their father had other children in the area, and 

on multiple occasions at least one son came face to face with a brother born outside his parents’ 

relationship.  That brother was close to his age and had a physical resemblance that was 

stunning. One evening while the father was in attendance at an illegal gambling establishment 

(speakeasy), he was shot and killed by robbers who believed that the location would be an easy 

target.  A delay in calling for help exacerbated an already chaotic scene, and that night five 

young adults and a wife of 20 years lost father and husband.  At the funeral that followed in that 

same AME church the children attended Sunday School and where the wife worshipped, 2000 

people tried to attend the viewing and service.  A Louisiana Jazz Band played outside the church 

as the funeral procession left for the cemetery. After the father’s death, a fuller picture of their 

father’s connection to the community emerged.  The family understood why they could describe 

their father as both “a good provider” as well as “inattentive and neglectful.” 

 Three of the five young adults headed off to college after graduating from high school, 

DJ continued for two years, but two others, CJ and KJ chose not to continue after a short time. 

The oldest entered the military following “a clash with his dad”.   In the conversation below DJ 

describes heading off to the Navy and experiencing racism firsthand. 

DJ shared how he came to the Navy.  When I graduated from high school, I got a 
scholarship to Goldey-Beacom College in Delaware.  My dad had gotten me a job 
at Lukens Steel in Coatesville where he worked.  I was making $3.25/hour 
(minimum wage was $1.25/hour) but I knew I couldn’t work at Lukens Steel and 
go to school in Delaware at the same time.  So, I got a job at West Chester State 
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College as a janitor.  My dad got angry because he didn’t think that going to 
school was necessary… After two years I graduated but my dad and I really 
clashed.  That’s when I joined the Navy.  I was in the Navy for 3.5 years. Before 
being assigned to a ship. I went to supply school training because I had two years 
of college.  I was promoted very quickly and advanced to 2nd class petty officer. I 
made E5 (sergeant) in under two years, thanks to my supervisor Richie Rich (not 
his real name.)  He made it possible to advance so quickly.  I was assigned to the 
USS Francis Marion out of Norfolk, Va.  We carried Marines, and I saw parts of 
the world I would have never seen if I was in the Navy.  My ship was part of the 
Atlantic Recovery Team for NASA.  During my last tour I got assigned a new 
supervisor who didn’t like that I (a black man) supervised three white men.  He 
accused me of dereliction of duty and misappropriation of funds.  I lost my job in 
the supply store and was made a super janitor.  I requested a Captains’ Mast, and 
the outcome was that there was some misunderstanding, and the allegations were 
dismissed.  I was unable to return to my prior job but the only assignment I had 
for the rest of my tour was a radio show for the ship.  I could have stayed but I 
feared that I would have been in peril of future allegations. (See Appendix A.) 

   DJ returned to the West Chester area after the military.  He married and divorced and 

then relocated to California before finally resettling back in West Chester. He joined a church in 

the area but currently attends a different church that is in walking distance from his home.   

CJ headed to New York and other places to try his hand as an artist, and KJ chose 

marriage and work.  The younger siblings, WeJ and EJ remained at home for a few more years 

before leaving. The younger daughter WeJ chose marriage and work, and the youngest son EJ 

followed his older brother into the military.  The sons left home and the area, the daughters chose 

marriage and work, but remained in the area close to their mother. Over the next decade all 

remained connected and the two sons returned to the area to live, marry, and raise families.   

Family Two 

 The second (in order of interviews) family like the first is three generations from slavery. 

The patriarch of this family born in 1857 is among a free community of Blacks who lived in 

North Carolina near the Virginia border in an area known as the Great Dismal Swamp Canal.  

This swamp and waterway system connected the Pasquotank River to the Elizabeth River 
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leading to Norfolk, Va.  This patriarch is the father of eight children.  His oldest son, a farm 

laborer, married and this father of four children aged 3, 1, and infant twins, lost his wife in the 

same year that she gave birth, 1910.  In that same year, the farm laborer relocated to Philadelphia 

with his infant twins, while the two older daughters remained in North Carolina. The daughters 

were raised by his sisters and eventually reunited with their father and twin siblings 15 years 

later.  During this time the family expanded to include not four but ten children.    

 The reunion is brief and the two daughters who were raised by their aunt soon married 

and began families of their own.  The four sisters that I interviewed are four of nine children 

born in Philadelphia between 1926-1942.  All the sons (4) are deceased including the oldest who 

died at just six months. One remaining sister (the oldest) declined to tell her story. The four-

remaining sisters agreed to share their life stories.  Ms. CD, age 79 yrs. Ms. age RD, age 84 yrs. 

Ms. AD, age 86 yrs. and Ms. TD, age 88 yrs. were all interviewed in their homes.  The order of 

the interviews was from youngest (79 yr.) to oldest (88 yr.)  The sisters were all born in 

Philadelphia, and each described their childhood as “happy.”  Over the course of their childhood, 

they lived in 8 different locations in a community in West Philadelphia called “the bottom”, a 

predominantly Black neighborhood.  This community was noted for its “deep poverty.”  The 

residents in this part of the city lived with some the poorest housing stock and the highest 

concentration of substandard residential properties.  Rental property ranged from single rooms 

with shared bathrooms and kitchens to homes with unheated bathrooms attached to the rear of 

the house.  This sometimes meant that the bathroom upstairs included a tub and a sink, some 

without access to hot water. In addition to housing insecurity, communities with high incidence 

of impoverished residents often have the fewest resources, corner stores versus larger 
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supermarkets, reduced access to healthcare, and fewer financial institutes.  Each of them told the 

story of how often they moved (usually annually) through the eyes of the schools they attended.  

 When the family finally purchased a three-bedroom home, the three boys slept in one 

bedroom, five girls in another bedroom, and their parents in the third bedroom. This family home 

brought much needed stability to the family, but it was short-lived, as the family lost the home 

due to foreclosure and they were on the move again.  Sadly, each sister shared that their father 

was an alcoholic. When he found jobs (and he found many) after he got paid, he failed to return 

home until all his money was gone.  The sisters remember hearing their mother cry as she tried 

to figure out how to pay bills and care for the family. Ms. AD shared that some Saturdays a kind 

store owner delivered groceries.  When her mother explained that she didn’t have the money to 

pay, the owner Mr. Miller said, “Just take the groceries” and often left the groceries without 

being paid.   Another sister, Ms. RD, spoke about “hating oatmeal” because she recalled having 

oatmeal for breakfast, coming home from school for lunch and having more oatmeal for lunch.  

Thankfully, dinner wasn’t oatmeal, but it could have been a meal without meat.  In addition to 

food and housing insecurity, there were times when their father finally came home, and a 

physical altercation followed.  It was never the father but their mother who did “the hitting”, and 

this also resulted in the police coming to their home in response to telephone calls.  

 While the girls all shared a bedroom, they also shared clothes.  Only the youngest who 

was too small had her own clothes.  Blouses, dresses, skirts, underwear, and pajamas were in 

drawers or the closet and “up for grabs” when the sisters got dressed for school.  

 Their mother assured them of a roof over their heads and meals, but nothing beyond that.  

The sisters all attended school, which at the time was segregated.  There was no public library in 

their neighborhood. Walking into another community to go to the public library or for any reason 
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usually resulted in being chased, called names, and being told to get back where “they” 

belonged.  Four children (of nine) graduated from high school, the sixth child, Ms. AD was the 

first, followed by the fifth child, Ms. TD, eighth child, Ms. RD, and ninth child Ms. CD.  Ms. RD 

and Ms. CD attended their proms, and each had an after-school job, including childcare and 

cleaning homes. 

Ms. RD shared the story of her first long term job.  Her mother had worked as a 
domestic and was often asked for recommendations.  Some of her daughters 
worked part-time in this capacity.  Ms. RD described her experience working for 
a Jewish family Monday-Friday after school, and Saturday morning.  “I worked 
for Mrs. B every day after school. I made the beds in the children’s room, and in 
the Mrs. B’s room.  After making the beds and straightening up the rooms, I had 
to wash all the dishes.  All the dishes from the previous night’s dinner and all the 
breakfast dishes were on the table or in the kitchen sink for a family of five.  After 
washing all the dishes, then I could prepare dinner.  After dinner was prepared, I 
could go home.  This was too much, so one day I washed all the dishes at once, 
not understanding that in a kosher home some dishes had to be washed separately.  
This was the only way to get the dishes washed and prepare dinner.  Mrs. B’s 
mother came in and yelled at me in Yiddish and since I didn’t understand, I got 
my books and left.  I walked the two miles home and told my mother what 
happened.  Mrs. B called my mother to see if I was going to return.  The 
$3.00/week that I made on this job wasn’t worth it, and I was the fourth after 
school cleaning girl who had quit.”  Ms. RD would go on to work for a black 
family caring for children after school.  This job offered her lots of opportunities 
for weekend babysitting and soon she was in demand, and as she described 
“making money”. (See Appendix G.) 

 

 The second oldest son introduced his sisters to Sunday School at a Baptist church in the 

neighborhood.  Four sisters attended without the participation of their parents.  Their mother 

occasionally attended a different church but didn’t join her daughters at the neighborhood 

church. She didn’t have “church clothes,” so going to this church was out of the question. With 

the frequent moves they were not quite in walking distant of the Baptist Church that they 

attended when they were in the early teens.  Sunday School attendance was pushed to the back 

burner.    
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 Frequent housing moves were the hallmark of their lives well into adulthood.  Each of the 

sisters eventually married, joined the workforce, purchased homes, and raised children of their 

own.  Their journeys to stability paralleled their faith journeys, they were long winding roads.   

Two Families 

 In the life stories of all nine courageous storytellers, there was evidence of the influence 

of prior generations.  Wolynn’s research suggests that shared family inheritance goes back three 

generations.  In the two families, this would mean that genetic influences go back to 

grandparents during slavery in America.  The history shared within these families begins before 

they were even conceived25.   Trauma has the power to reach out from the past and influence 

behavior in future generations, not just because the trauma we experience can result in certain 

behaviors, but also because that trauma can genetically influence multiple generations.  This 

epigenetic influence can help us understand emotional reactions and responses that are 

consistent. These behaviors and reactions can result in the same emotional responses, 

relationship challenges, and financial hardships in multiple generations.  The trauma that mothers 

and grandmothers endure can result in difficulties growing up and can find their way into 

parenting.  This can result in something that Wolynn calls “a family mind,” siblings who think 

more alike than different, who approach relationships in the same ways, and that result in the 

same outcomes.  There can also be the development of a similar core language that is both verbal 

and non-verbal.  This core language is usually best understood by the family who shares it.   

 In the first family, two of the siblings insisted that there were memories of certain shared 

family events that were gone, “They simply didn’t remember.”   Whatever the reason, the burden 

 
25     Wolynn, It Didn’t Start with You: How Inherited Family Trauma Shapes Who We Are and How to 
End the Cycle., 25. 
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of remembering may be a gift to the individual who is trying to make sense of traumatic events 

in their past.  This may be a solution to managing the details of intergenerational and historical 

trauma in our conscious memory. The older three remembered that rumors of another family.  

One even came face to face with a brother, and another sibling remembered an embarrassing 

letter informing the family that there was another family that existed.  When the matter was 

raised with their father, he neither confirmed nor denied another family, but responded “your 

mother knew who I was when she married me.”  The siblings who became parents and shared 

their life stories in this family thought they were better parents because their memories of having 

a neglectful father resulted in more intentional parenting. 

 In the second family they remembered their childhood in a positive light.  This 

assessment of their childhood seems to be relative to life as a young adult/adult, where they 

found themselves experiencing more trauma. There were more failed marriages than successful 

ones, there were instances of intimate partner violence, mental health challenges, and early in 

adulthood there was housing insecurity, annual moves and too many schools to count. It is likely 

that negative images and memories of their childhood influenced their relationships and their 

parenting.  Having a negative image of father but a more positive image of mother may have 

resulted in preoccupation with employment to avoid financial hardships. This may have also 

contributed to requiring older siblings to have more responsibility for the care of younger 

siblings and it may explain why an older brother took the lead on taking the younger siblings to 

Sunday School. 
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Chapter Three 
 

It’s A Long Story 
 

 Families experience and respond to trauma differently.  The stories of both families 

included trauma.  In Family One there were multiple incidences of parental neglect.  This neglect 

increased in frequency with additional children and as the children got older.  There was also one 

incident of sexual abuse by an older cousin when the children were visiting family in 

Washington, DC during a summer vacation.  The paternal grandmother’s home in 

Toughkenamon, PA as well as the home of aunts in Virginia were said to be sites of criminal 

enterprises of prostitution and illegal gambling.  As the children grew older, rumors of another 

family and the father’s participation in illegal activities resulted in marital tension.  The parents 

were observed to be more distant and this resulted in less attention given to the children.  There 

were also times when the wife and children were threatened with violence.  At the age of 51, it 

was violence that took the life of the father.  During the period prior to his death, the children 

now mostly young adults stopped attending Sunday School or church regularly.   During this 

time three of the adult children began to use marijuana. This went unchecked and in one case 

escalated to selling small amounts of the drug.  It was also after the father’s death that details of 

his life came to light and the family began to understand who their father was in the community.   

 All the children graduated from high school and three attended college though only one 

completed two years.  Like Sunday School attendance, there was little encouragement to 

continue college and each left before graduating.  When they left college, they also left the 

family home.  As the family members grew older, they settled into employment.  Still faced with 

“last one hired, first one fired,” there were shifts in employment and lots of discriminatory 
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practices around testing for promotions, and temporary positions.  In one incident while DJ was 

working as a manager in a restaurant, another manager who he had never met in person called 

and asked him how he liked working with the “n_______” the manager heard was also working 

in the restaurant.  DJ had to inform the manager from the other restaurant that he was that 

“n______”.  For WeJ, it was easy to get a job as a sorter in the post office but becoming a mail 

carrier was a different story.  The Black employees discovered that they never scored high 

enough to get that position. There weren’t places employees could get support for what they 

thought were discriminatory practices, so they suffered through without recourse.  DJ, CJ and EJ 

all had more encounters with police officers and were used to carrying themselves in ways that 

would avoid being unfairly treated.  They each remembered how fast their father drove whenever 

he transported from one place to another. 

Family Two was similar in their stories.  The family home in West Philadelphia offered 

the greatest stability. As the father’s drinking worsened from episodic to daily, keeping the home 

became more tenuous, and eventually the family home was lost.  With each annual move, more 

children grew to adulthood and moved away from the family home.  The sons (who were not 

interviewed for this project and are all deceased) left before finishing high school.  The daughters 

all found employment but continued to live with their mother until they married in the 1960s.  

Each described the discrimination they faced in school as well as in the workplace.  All the 

sisters were directed into the commercial course in high school and no one was counseled to 

consider college or additional training.  In the workplace they all found menial positions, as 

nurses’ aides, and food service workers, having been told “They had sharp eyes and quick hands, 

and that they should apply for factory work.” Their employment was terminated (all three) when 
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it was discovered they were pregnant. The concept of trauma in the workplace or anywhere else 

had yet to be defined.  Like slavery and discrimination, this was just the way it was.   

Well into adulthood the family struggled with housing security and at one point the 

family reunited under one roof in a three-bedroom, one bathroom home with both parents, four 

adult daughters, five children under eight years of age, a dog named Stranger and a cat named 

Tabby.  That house was infested with roaches.  Thankfully this was the last time that the family 

(at least eleven of them) lived together. 

In Family Two the threat of violence continued in the adult children. Their interactions 

with spouses resulted in violent interactions that the next generation of children experienced.  

Actual violence was not as frequent as the language of violence and verbal confrontations with 

adults outside the family and in family disciplinary practices. Ms. CD described her disciplinary 

practice: “Sometimes I would have to grab her up in the collar” for her smart mouth.  Ms. AD 

said on disciplining two of her children: “Once I lit them up” (beat with a belt) for playing with 

matches.  Seeing their parents fight seemed to make it more acceptable to fight themselves as 

adults.  There were repeated verbal confrontations during the marriages, some in front of 

children.  Some that were pretty hilarious but frightening just the same.  Ms. CD pretended to 

have a gun and regularly threatened to get the gun during an argument with her husband.  The 

gun she threatened to get was a toy gun.  Her husband would run out of the house.  He never 

figured out that there was no real gun. Eventually a separation seemed to make sense, she lost the 

family home in the divorce that followed.  

The experience of trauma has become an everyday experience in American Life. 

Experiences of violence (individual and community), poverty, mental illness (including addiction 

disease), toxic stress, abuse, (emotional, physical, and sexual), touches the lives of many 
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Americans.  Not a day seems to go by when a television commercial doesn’t encourage 

individuals with a history of past sexual abuse to take advantage of new laws that now allow 

some type of civil action.  Local news reports provide a daily count of the number of individuals 

who lives are cut short by gun violence.  Daily reports globally, nationally, and locally remind us 

of the toll the pandemic has taken on adults and children alike as people hope and pray for a 

return to life before COVID-19. 

 The focus of this project is not just the experience of trauma but specifically the 

experience of racialized (race-based) trauma.  Race-based trauma is trauma that an individual, 

group, or community experiences because of their race, or ethnic background.  While a number 

of books have documented the trauma of Holocaust victims, victims of violence, Tutsis and 

Hutus during the Rwandan War of 1994, until recently little has been written or even discussed 

about the trauma of slavery and its aftermath, Jim Crow Laws, segregation, the Civil Rights 

Movement and continued violence against the Black Community by Police Departments and 

others.   There is a recent fierce debate about the value of talking about racialized trauma that is 

the result of the enslavement of Africans.  The debate that accurately reflecting America’s 

history of slavery, along with the systemic racism that followed slavery argues that a critical 

perspective will make people of white ancestry uncomfortable and lead to acts of hate and 

violence.  The irony of this argument is that Black people have been subject to hate and violence 

since their arrival in America.  Since emancipation that violence has taken the form of terror, 

lynching, violence against Black people by law enforcements, paramilitary officers and hate 

groups. 

 The 1619 Project by journalist and professor Nikole Hannah-Jones documents the 

enslavement of Africans in perpetuity by changing first, Virginia slave codes, then expanding 
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those codes across the South to create a workforce that not only did not earn compensation but 

also lived in constant terror of emotional and physical violence and death.  This workforce was 

then expanded by breeding a slave population that grew to 4,000,000 by the time of 

emancipation. The enslavement of Africans first, then the breeding of slaves was made possible 

by defining enslaved Africans and subsequent generations as “chattel”.  Defined as chattel, the 

enslaved African became a valued commodity, like livestock, and was routinely, bought and sold 

for the purpose of supporting the American economy, where both the North and the South 

benefited. This workforce which wasn’t compensated for their labor was also subjected to 

dehumanizing attacks that traumatized the slaves repeatedly throughout their lives. 

 Two excerpts of slave narratives provide a picture of the slave experience in America.  

Both excerpts are taken from the book, The Classic Slave Narratives, edited by Henry Louis 

Gates, Jr.  

 My mother was named Harriet Bailey…. My father was a white man.  He 
was admitted to be such by all I ever heard speak of my parentage.  My mother 
and I were separated when I was but an infant—before I knew her as my 
mother…. I never saw my mother, to know her as such, more than four or five 
times in my life; and each of these times was very short in duration and at 
night…. She was a field hand, and a whipping is the penalty of not being in the 
field at sunrise…I do not recollect of ever seeing my mother by the light of day…. 
Death soon ended what little we could have while she lived, and with her 
hardships and suffering. She died when I was about seven years old…I was not 
allowed to be present during her illness, at her death, or burial…. I suffered much 
from hunger, but much more from cold…. I was kept almost naked—no shoes, no 
stockings, no jacket, no trousers, nothing on but a coarse linen shirt, reaching only 
my knees. I had no bed… but I used to steal a bag used for carrying corn to the 
mill.  I would crawl into this bag, and there sleep on a cold damp, clay floor, with 
my head in and my feet out.  My feet have been cracked with the frost, that the 
pen with which I am writing might be laid in the gashes…. Our food was coarse 
corn meal boiled. This was called mush. It was put into a wooden tray or trough 
and set down upon the ground.  The children were then called like so many pigs, 
and like so many pigs, they would come and devour the mush, some with 
oystershells, others with pieces of shingles, some with naked hands, and none 
with spoons.  He that ate fastest got most; he that was strongest secured the best 
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place; and few left the trough satisfied…on the 1st of January 1833. I was now for 
the first time in my life, a field hand…During the first six month of that year, 
scarce a week passed without his whipping me.  I was seldom free from a sore 
back.  My awkwardness was almost always his excuse for whipping me…. Mr. 
Covey gave us enough to eat, but scarce time to eat it.  We were often less than 
five minutes taking our meals. If at any one time of my life more than another, I 
was made to drink the bitterest dregs of slavery, that time was during the first six 
months of my stay with Mr. Covey.  We were worked in all weathers.  It was 
never too hot or too cold; it could never rain, blow, hail, or snow, too hard for us 
to work in the field.  Work, work, work, was scarcely more the order of the day 
than of the night.  The longest days were too short for him, and the shortest nights 
too long for him…. I was broken in body, soul, and spirit26. 

 Excerpts from a second narrative are also from the book, The Classic Slave Narratives, 

edited by Henry Louis Gates, Jr.  

 I was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years of happy childhood 
has passed away.  My father was a carpenter, and considered so intelligent and 
skilful in his trade, that, when building out of the common line were to be erected, 
he was sent for from long distances, to be head workman.  On condition of paying 
his mistress two hundred dollars a year, and supporting himself, he was allowed 
to work at his trade, and manage his own affairs…. I had also a great treasure in 
my maternal grandmother, who was a remarkable woman in many respects.  She 
was the daughter of a planter in South Carolina, who at his death, left her mother 
and his three children free, with money to go to St. Augustine, where they had 
relatives.  It was during the Revolutionary War; and they were captured on their 
passage, carried back, and sold to different purchasers…. Such were the unusually 
fortunate circumstances of my early childhood.  When I was six years old, my 
mother died; and then, for the first time, I learned, by the talk around me, that I 
was a slave.  My mother’s mistress was the daughter of my grandmother’s 
mistress…. When I was nearly twelve years old, my kind mistress sickened and 
died.  As I saw the cheek grow paler, and the eye more glassy, how earnestly I 
prayed in my heart that she might live!  I loved her; for she had been almost like a 
mother to me…. Dr. Flint, a physician in the neighborhood, had married the sister 
of my mistress, and I was now the property of their little daughter…. Mrs. Flint, 
like many southern women, was totally deficient in energy…. She was a member 
of the church but partaking of the Lord’s supper did not seem to put her in a 
Christian frame of mind.  If dinner was not served at the exact time on that 
particular Sunday, she would station herself in the kitchen, and wait till it was 
dished, and then spit in all kettles and pans that had been used for cooking.  She 
did this to prevent the cook and her children from eking out their meagre fare with 
the remains of the gravy and other scrapings.  The slaves could get nothing to eat 

 
26     Frederick Douglas, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglas, an American Slave., vol. The Classic 
Slave Narratives, 1 vol. (Boston: The Anti-Slavery Office: Signet Classic, 1845). 
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except what she chose to give them…. Dr. Flint was an epicure.  The cook never 
sent a dinner to his table without fear and trembling; for if there happened to be a 
dish not to his liking, he would either order her to be whipped, or compel her to 
eat every mouthful of it in his presence.  The poor, hungry creature might not 
object to eating it; but she did object to having her master cram it down her throat 
till she choked…. This poor woman endured many cruelties from her master and 
mistress; sometimes she was locked up, away from her nursing baby, for a whole 
day and night…. But I now entered on my fifteenth year—a sad epoch in the life 
of a slave girl.  My master began to whisper foul words in my ear…. He told me I 
was his property; that I must subject to his will in all things.  My soul revolted 
against the mean tyranny…. The mistress, who ought to protect the helpless 
victim, has no other feeling towards her but those of jealousy and rage.  The 
degradation, the wrongs, the vices, that grow out of slavery, are more than I can 
describe…. My master met me at every turn, reminding me that I belonged to 
him, and swearing by heaven and earth that he would compel me to submit to 
him27. 

 

 It is also important to consider the explicit messages that slaves, and descendants of 

slaves have heard regarding their value.  Men and women alike were considered “chattel” like 

livestock and other property.  The value of slaves was in their contribution to the wealth of other 

individuals and the American economy.  Male slaves were valued for their labor, skill, and 

ability to add to the number of slaves.  Female slaves were valued for their labor, skills in raising 

the children of their owners and their physical ability to successfully carry babies to term.  

Marriage was not legal for slaves and relationships were constantly disrupted by separating 

known relatives and family units.  Mothers generally were separated from newborns and 

conveniently forced to nurse the babies of owners and overseers. Post-slavery, compensation for 

labor was as minimal as possible. Practices such as convict leasing, chain gangs and 

sharecropping meant that formerly enslaved people worked for free or close to it.  Sex 

 
27      Linda Brent, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl., vol. The Classic Slave Narratives, One vol. 
(Boston: Signet Classic, 1861). 
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exploitation and sex work, along with fighting for entertainment purposes all contributed to 

continued historical trauma that was passed to future generations. 

 Today, this has evolved into over policing Black communities, racial profiling and mass 

incarceration of men and women of color.  Black men routinely stopped more frequently by 

police, ticketed and arrested than white people.  We are familiar with the killings of Philando 

Castile and George Floyd.  Like these two and others, Black men are likely to be seen as suspect 

in criminal activity when just walking through communities, Trayvon Martin and Armaud 

Arbery both shot by members of the community who thought it was their responsibility to police 

the community.   

All three of the male interviewees in this project have been stopped by police.  Each was 

ultimately questioned then sent on their way with a warning.  Driving while black is a real thing.  

Each of the participants in this project were asked to provide enough detail to determine 

their ACE scores.  The ACEs scores for the participants in this project were between 2 and 5.  

Most had scores of “three”.  Historical trauma is likely present in both families along with 

intergenerational trauma.    
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Chapter Four 
 

Faith, from Ages and Stages to Life’s Precious Moments 
 
 
FAITH 

For the purpose of this project and what I believe is “in the making” in the journeys of 

faith considered here, let me offer this definition.  Faith is a deep, rich, personal experience. It 

may be engendered by religious traditions and by religious doctrines.  It is an experience that 

shapes personality and how one relates to self, to others and to God.  Faith is a way of seeing, a 

way of making meaning and making sense of life, and a way of handling what life offers to be 

handled. Faith offers a way to live, to feel, to engage and to act.  For those so inclined, faith is a 

way of living that enables some individuals to face challenges and tragedy as well as achieve 

successes and great accomplishments.     

Christian faith, by one definition, can be thought of as belief in the finished work of Jesus 

Christ on the cross at Calvary.  Jesus Christ, the Son of God, paid the redemptive price for the 

sins of humankind with His death.  Jesus Christ, the Risen Savior, established victory over sin 

and death with His Resurrection.  The profession (stated belief) of Christian faith reestablishes 

the relationship between God and humankind, that was lost when Adam disobeyed God in the 

Garden of Eden. 

The Christian commits to a life shaped by that profession.  The profession is both vertical 

(with God) and horizontal (with others.) None of us live out our faith perfectly, as our example is 

Jesus Christ.  Our hearts and minds when aligned with the teachings of Jesus Christ and the 

sacred tenets of the Bible inform our relationship with God.  Our hands and feet when aligned 
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with the teaching of Jesus Christ inform our relationship with others, our community, and the 

world that we live in.  Christian Faith directs, guides, and gives meaning to our lives. 

Black faith is also shaped by Black community, made in the Imago Dei, Black men and 

Black women have let go of white male dominated theology along with ideas of a wrathful God 

constantly punishing every infraction.  Those traumatic ancestral slave experiences transmitted 

down generations is the same problematic theology used by white slave owners that created the 

myth of American exceptionalism, white supremacy, and privilege as God given rights.  Black 

men and Black women embrace a theology that is loving, generous, affirming and liberating, and 

invites everyone to the table.   

Faith in the Black community may not be synonymous with religion and the Black 

Church.  There is enough history of the Black church failing some in the Black community that 

some divorce themselves from Religion and religious institution, but not from their relationship 

with God.     

 Religiously Unaffiliated Individuals (Nones) 

 This project is an exploration of a small sample of individuals who at some point in their 

lives were religiously unaffiliated.  Individuals who are “religiously unaffiliated” are often 

referred to as “nones”.     

In Family One, three of five individuals DJ, CJ, and KJ who shared their life stories made 

a profession of Christian Faith and were baptized at ages 15, 13, and 11 years.  The two 

remaining participants WeJ and EJ made professions of Christian Faith much later in life, when 

they were in their 40s and 50s.  During the recent lockdown in response to the COVID 

pandemic, all five were able to regularly attend religious services via Zoom or in-person.  More 
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recently each has returned to the churches they attended in person.  One now serves as Pastor of 

the same Presbyterian church where three had been baptized as young adults. One participant 

attends the same Presbyterian church via Zoom, one attends a Catholic church that is in walking 

distance of their home.  The younger siblings, WeJ and EJ made professions of Christian Faith 

later in life. WeJ attends an Apostolic Church close to home and EJ attends a Baptist Church 

where he made a profession of faith in his forties.   

In Family Two, two of the participants made a profession of Christian Faith and both 

were baptized as teenagers.  Ms. AD’s profession of faith resulted in a radical change in her life.  

She started to study the Bible with a mentor and started a weekly neighborhood Bible Club.  She 

also attended a local Philadelphia College of the Bible.  The other sister, Ms. TD would 

eventually join a church, where she would meet her husband.  She attended throughout her life, 

though not always consistently. The younger sisters, Ms. RD and Ms. CD made professions of 

Christian Faith as teenagers.  Both were baptized as adults.  During most of their 20s, 30, and 

40s, the younger sisters didn’t regularly attend church.  When they did attend church, they 

attended a nondenominational church along with their mother and other family members.  All the 

sisters married, but none of the husbands attended with them.  Even though they were parents, 

their children didn’t accompany them to church.   Medical illnesses and the pandemic prevent 

Ms. CD, Ms. RD and Ms. TD from in-person attendance.  Technological challenges prevent 

them from attending on any social media platforms. Their sister who attended Bible college, Ms. 

AD later in life also earned undergraduate and graduate degrees.  She is a lifelong active 

participant in church, regularly attending religious services, teaching in the Christian Education 

Department, providing spiritual guidance and support to her children and others.  Today she 
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serves as a Deaconess and mentor to other women in her church.  Religious behavior, religious 

beliefs and religious belonging/identity are fully realized in her life.  

This brief exploration of “nones”, those who identified at one time as religiously 

unaffiliated and with some of the measures of religious behavior, religious beliefs, and religious 

belonging provide a window into journeys of faith and its development over one’s life.  What 

didn’t exist in adolescence and early adulthood emerged later in adulthood. Between the ages of 

18- and 35-years attendance at church fell off even for individuals who identified with some 

religious tradition28.  It is not completely clear that this falling away of individuals was a 

reassessing their religious identity or that adult responsibilities took priority.  It is a reminder that 

being a “none” in one’s youth may not mean being a “none” forever.  “Nones” may really mean 

not yet or not now.  That seems to be the case in the nine who shared their life stories for this 

project.  Faith was not nonexistent; it was in the making.  

 As I considered the experiences of the nine courageous people who shared their stories it 

was clear that their experiences were different from the stages described by Fowler.  None of 

them attended church at a young age. In Family One, DJ, CJ, KJ, attended Sunday School at 

elementary school age.  They were sent to Sunday School by their mother, who would attend 

church without her children.  When DJ, CJ, and KJ were teenagers they decided to attend another 

church where the Pastor had taken interest in them and other children in the community.  This 

new church had lots of young people in attendance both at Sunday School and Church.  Mom 

continued to attend the AME church.  The two younger children WeJ and EJ had no interest in 

Sunday School or Church and did not attend Sunday School or Church until later in adulthood. 

 
28     Daphne C. Wiggins, Righteous Content: Black Women’s Perspective of Church and Faith. (New 
York: New York University Press, 2005). 
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During this time of their lives, they both described themselves as “nones.” They made 

professions of faith much later as adults and begin their religious practice as adults. 

 In Family Two, Ms. CD, Ms. RD, Ms. AD, and Ms. TD attended Sunday school as 

teenagers, without parents in attendance.  The experience of these teenagers was also different 

than the descriptions of Fowler and/or Keeley.  They made professions of faith when attending 

summer camps when one of the older sisters Ms. AD was a camp counselor.  As young adults 

Ms. CD and Ms. RD didn’t regularly attend church until much later in their adult life.  Ms.  TD 

was introduced to her husband by someone at church and after they were married, she attended 

church, but her husband did not attend.   

Life’s Precious Moments 

 Every person has a life story.  Professionals in behavioral health care have learned that in 

understanding what makes people act or behave in the way they do, that the important question is 

not “What’s wrong with you?” but instead “What happened to you?”  Our stories can tell us and 

others much about our beliefs and values.  Christian believers may have life stories that include 

encounters with Jesus.   These stories are sometimes referred to as “testimonies” and personal 

testimonies are stories when we encountered Jesus, maybe more honestly when Jesus 

encountered us.  Sometimes the story involves events, an encounter with unusual circumstances 

or a crisis. 

 For many it is the narratives, the stories of our lives, where our faith develops.    Pastor 

and Professor Nathan Byrd describes this as transformative learning29.   Transformative learning 

 
29     Nathan C. Byrd III, “Narrative Discipleship: Guiding Emerging Adults to ‘Connect the Dots’ of Life 
and Faith.,” Christian Education Journal, 3, 8, no. 2 (2011): 244–62. 
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is widely used in understanding growth and change in adults.  Byrd posits that little work has 

been done in the field of “connecting the dots” of life and faith.  The stories of our lives are an 

aspect of transformative learning, and telling our story is an aspect of faith development.  WeJ 

unlike her older brothers DJ, CJ, and her sister KJ briefly attended Sunday School, the same 

AME church her older siblings attended.  When they joined another church, she didn’t make the 

transition, and at age 10 or so, she decided that she could spend Sunday mornings doing 

something else.  Let’s consider an excerpt of WeJ’s story: 

When I attended Sunday School, I don’t remember taking anything in.  I did 
remember the Mennonites coming to the community during the summer and 
going to Vacation Bible School.  I stopped going and I glad I did.  I didn’t want to 
go for the ritual of going.  I went outside and played on Sundays…my parents 
weren’t crazy strict and back then there wasn’t much to take from a child like 
there is now. I didn’t have a faith life and when I was a senior in high school, I 
got pregnant and got married the same year to my husband of forty-seven years…. 
I was an adult, married with children when I went back to church.  I don’t 
remember what year it was but Aunt Ruby, the babysitter for the kids invited me 
to church. I was selling pot out of the “Mom Mobile” smoking a little too, and I 
wasn’t making any money.  I had an experience one night with some pot laced 
with angel dust so when she invited me to church, I went.  I enjoyed the music, 
and Sunday School for everyone including me.  My husband joined as well and 
the whole family was baptized on the same day.  What a sight that was…  Later I 
started attending a home Bible Study with my sister and I really understood what 
was going on.  I made a profession of faith and continued Sunday School, and 
Bible Study.  My husband became a deacon and I learned about “Roberts Rules of 
Order”.   I saw them in action at a church meeting with members of the church 
being unkind and saying mean things to the Pastor.  I think it was just as 
traumatizing for me as it was for the Pastor.  After that I didn’t attend church as 
much, and not too long after that I joined an Apostolic church along with the 
children, but my husband joined a Methodist church… Today I trust God in 
everything that I do.  I know that His Will will be done.  I don’t like the politics of 
denominations; Apostolic, Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist, God is coming back 
for one church.  The church should not be compartmentalized.  Shouldn’t some of 
this come down before Jesus comes back? (See Appendix D.) 

We both shrugged our shoulders, and simultaneously said “we won’t see it in our lifetime” and 

laughed.   
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 Like WeJ, Ms. CD from Family Two, remembers that her childhood was a good one.  As 

the youngest of nine children, she experienced longer periods of housing stability because more 

of her life was spent living in the home her parents owned.  She described having clothes and 

toys that she didn’t have to share, and only attended three schools during her education. Though 

her childhood is described as fun, her adult life brought many ups and downs.  She recently lost 

both legs to amputation from arterial disease. Talking about her faith journey brought laughter 

and tears: 

I went to Sunday School and Junior Church.  I didn’t attend with my sisters, but I 
had a group of friends, and we walked the one block to the church on Sunday 
morning.  I remember that the youth pastor always ended the reading of the 
scripture with “May the Lord add a blessing to the reading of His Word”.  He 
always said it in such a serious way, and we always laughed.  What we learned 
stuck with us, and one summer at camp I accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as my 
Savior… It was years later that I got baptized and joined a nondenominational 
church in Philadelphia.  The church was two houses with a wall removed on the 
first floor but not one second floor. During the years that followed I backslid, and 
my faith was tested but God blessed me.  He blessed me with a daughter, with 
guidance and decent people in my life.  I wasn’t ready for marriage at 21 yrs., so 
when it ended, I wasn’t prepared…Even now God is guiding me. I’m a double 
amputee now, Lord, you guide me.  I have my faith and I look to you Lord, guide 
me, guide me, I have to get closer to you that’s where I want to be… There were 
things that I wished were different, there are repercussions, I was learning, I 
experienced the Lord…. My faith journey has been a struggle, trying to hold on to 
it, oh boy, I have peace of mind.  I have held on; the Lord has showed me.  I don’t 
have any legs now, guide me. I’m hanging on.  I don’t fear death, I’m looking to 
be at the gate. I will have my legs; I will be whole…. The Lord sent decent people 
into my life, and I realize what God has done.  You have to see what God has 
done! (See Appendix F.) 

 

We talked about physical and spiritual wholeness as I shared with her that her 

relationship with Jesus made her spiritually complete.  Because of the pandemic, her disability 

and her technical challenges, Ms. CD’s contact with the world is her television, her telephone 

and the in person visits she has when her home health aide is in attendance, usually seven days a 

week for 12 hours each day.  She is alone overnight, which she prefers. Her home health aides 
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are responsible for preparing all her meals and assisting her in getting dressed.  She recently got 

approval for a second prosthesis which raises the possibility that she will have an opportunity to 

move away from total dependence on a wheelchair. 

 These two excerpts are a reminder of the importance of precious moments when our lives 

are disrupted, and we are open to hearing from a loving God that we matter.  Nathan Byrd would 

likely suggest that someone listening to the story would make guidance and mentorship an 

important aspect of helping an individual see God in their story. Like the woman who was 

hemorrhaging for twelve years, or the woman at the well, an encounter with Jesus changes our 

lives.  WeJ and Ms. CD both have stories to tell, both have testimonies, and both have faith 

journeys that help us understand that God is not limited in the way that He reaches people.     

 From one side of the Atlantic to the other side of the Atlantic, the existence of God was 

not unfamiliar to the enslaved Africans and their descendants.  The great majority of enslaved 

Africans came from West Africa and West African religious traditions worshipped the Great 

High God”30.  This God was known, though there were others, as the creator of all things and the 

God of all freedom.  This may explain why enslaved Africans embraced the God of Christianity, 

whom they could recognize as, the Great High God.  From the earliest arrivals, enslaved 

Africans prayed, worshipped openly and then later under the watchful eye of slave owners the 

“invisible institution” was birthed.  African traditions of singing, and dancing were part of 

worship, and this same God could sustain them no matter which side of the Atlantic Ocean they 

were on.   

 
30     Wolynn, It Didn’t Start with You: How Inherited Family Trauma Shapes Who We Are and 
How to End the Cycle. 
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 Enslaved Africans and their descendants also understood that it was not the God of 

Christianity that enslaved, it was the slave master who profaned the religion of Christianity. 

Consider the discourse below from Incidents in The Life of a Slave Girl: 

When I was told that Dr. Flint had joined the Episcopal church.  I was much 
surprised.  I supposed that religion had a purifying effect on the character of men; 
but the worst persecutions I endured from him were after he was a communicant. 
The conversation of the doctor, the day after he had been confirmed, certainly 
gave me no indication that he had “renounced the devil and all his works.”  In 
answer to some of his usual talk, I reminded him that he had just joined the 
church.  “Yes, Linda,” said he.  “It was proper for me to do so, I am getting in 
years, and my position in society requires it, and puts an end to all the damned 
slang.  You would do well to join the church, too, Linda.”  “There are sinners 
enough in it already, rejoined I.  If I could be allowed to live like a Christian, I 
should be glad.”  You can do what I require; and if you are faithful to me, you 
will be as virtuous as my wife, he replied.  I answered that the Bible didn’t say so.  
His voice became hoarse with rage.  “How dare you preach to me about your 
infernal Bible!” he exclaimed. “What right have you, who are my negro, to talk to 
me about what you would like and what you wouldn’t like? I am your master, and 
you shall obey me.”  No wonder the slaves sing, -- Ole Satan’s church is here 
below; Up to God’s free church I hope to go31. 

 

The confidence with which this young woman speaks about her God to her slave master 

demonstrates how she thought of herself and the man who said, I am your master.”  This 

measure of faith in the face of continuous threats of rape suggest that her grandmother had taught 

her well in the years before she died. Her profession of faith in the God of the Bible, the God 

who believed in freedom for all, is a what I refer to as “life’s precious moments faith.”   Though 

written more than 100 years earlier, this narrative reads with the tone of writer James Baldwin 

when he says, “I am not your negro.” 

In the stories shared in this chapter we don’t see faith development through a series of 

stages.  We see precious moments when God gets the attention of each of the individuals in 

 
31     Brent, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. 
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moments of challenge.  Moments of sickness, moments of isolation, moments of wandering, 

moments of wondering, moments of questioning what we are doing, moments when life is 

tragically disrupted and dramatically changed are just some of the moments when God makes his 

presence known and reminds us that we matter, we are loved, and God is here for us. 

Faith development is a return to the relationship God had with his creation in the Garden 

of Eden.  Meeting us where we are, walking and talking with each of his children like we were in 

the garden, in places made sacred because God has simply shown up.  Not the church, the 

mosque, the synagogue, or the temple but wherever we are, whenever God chooses, however it 

pleases God. 
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Chapter Five 
 

Conclusion 

LEARNINGS 

At the beginning of this project, I raised three questions to consider:  

1.  Did racialized trauma affect the faith development of the religiously unaffiliated who   

participated in this project? 

2.  Did stage-based theories of faith development shed light on their faith journeys? 

3.  Can churches learn from the experience of these participants in terms of engaging people 

who are not yet part of the church? 

 

RACIALIZED TRAUMA AND FAITH DEVELOPMENT 

 

 Each of the participants in this project experienced racialized trauma in both direct and 

indirect ways.  In Family One, the family lived in an integrated community in a home that was 

one of the nicest homes on the block.  The family always had a new car and at times they were a 

two-car family.  The community responded positively to the family and the children had friends 

from the community.  On at least one occasion the bus driver that would have taken them to the 

high school three miles away refused to stop and pick up Black children.  This meant the 

children walked to school crossing two major streets at the center of the borough.  Only the 

elementary school was in walking distance.  It was during the early junior high school days that a 

local pastor took interest in DJ, CJ and KJ and that interest led them to attendance at a new 

church, a profession of faith and baptism, along with membership in a predominately Black 

Presbyterian church.  This pastor’s interest was counter to the absence of their father and the 
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growing tension between the siblings’ parents. He showed interest in their activities, invited 

them into his home and to his church.  Later in adulthood racialized trauma was encountered and 

guided DJ’s response to demotions and false allegations of misconduct while in the Navy.  In 

their adult lives their faith would provide guidance in responding to racism in the workplace and 

the ability to acquire certain positions in the United States Postal Service.  

 In Family Two, the sisters knew that they were not offered the same educational 

opportunities as students who were white. They were routinely overlooked when they reached 

junior high and high school. There was little recourse to educational inequities, reduced access to 

public libraries and limited extracurricular activities.  Their energy was also focused on the 

family surviving and each of the sisters had a job after school and sometimes on the weekend.  

The family was often in survival mode because of the annual housing moves, and the adverse 

experiences of living with a parent who had an addiction disease and a mother whose limited 

employment opportunities resulted in long hours doing domestic work.  Racialized trauma was 

present along with deep poverty and food and housing insecurity which is often the result of 

systemic racism.  The family was focused on staying alive and together.  Of the four sisters, only 

one focused on faith development during her teenage years.  Later she attended Bible college, 

married and divorced, raised three children as a single parent, and worked two full-time jobs. She 

sent her children to church and found her way in the workplace, putting her typing and 

stenography skills to work for a publishing company.   

 For both families an individual who took interest in them played an important role in 

their faith journeys.  The people who engaged and mentored them were not their parents but 

often people who they met in the community or the workplace.  Generally speaking most of 

research on trauma, while asking the question “what happened to you?” does not consider the 
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impact of slavery, historical trauma and intergenerational trauma on the Black Community. 

There are some recent exceptions in the work of Resmaa Menakem, and Kelly Brown Douglas. 

 Systemic racism is pervasive and persistent, and understanding its impact requires 

looking for it deliberately.  In the end, there is no escaping the effects of longstanding racism on 

all people, black and white, regardless of whether we can specifically name the ways people 

have been and are being affected.  In the stories told to me by the interviewees, there of   

evidence of transgenerational racialized trauma having the effect of reducing the quality of their 

lives.  Black people have created ways of behaving to ensure that they do not cross white people.  

Black men and women find themselves on constant high alert for the possibility a deadly 

encounter with police. Black men have the highest percentage of unemployment in an economy 

where employment vacancies are flourishing. Black communities experience the highest levels 

of poverty, with results in educational inequity, reduction in voting rights, access to technology, 

as well access to healthcare including behavioral health and services for Black children. 

STAGE BASED THEORIES OF FAITH DEVELOPMENT 

 Stage based theories of faith development generally span a person’s lifetime, beginning at 

age 0 and continuing through childhood, adolescence, young adulthood and adulthood.  These 

theories rely heavily on parent’s participation and the reinforcement of Bible stories as well as 

teaching of beliefs and associated behaviors.  The participants in this project had limited parental 

involvement like that described in the work of Fowler’s stages of faith development or Keeley’s 

narrative faith development.  Stage based faith development also assumes that friends and peers 

share similar beliefs that reinforce their learnings.  The individuals who shared their faith 

journeys had mentors who encouraged them as they were approaching and considering their 

adult lives.  Attendance to Sunday School, though for just a period in their lives, introduced ideas 
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about faith.  Without the reinforcement of parents, and milestones typical of Fowler’s research, 

the participants who were introduced to Christian beliefs didn’t fully embraced them until 

adulthood.  Fowlers’ research provides a valuable lens for exploring faith development.  This 

work along with models of human development describes experiences and milestones that were 

not typical of the nine participants and may not necessarily reflect milestones of the Black 

community.   

ENGAGING PEOPLE WHO ARE NOT PART OF THE CHURCH 

 Based on my research, I would suggest that one thing churches can do to engage people 

who are religiously unaffiliated, or to strengthen bonds with people who are already involved in 

church is to simply listen to their stories and to do so with intentionality.  Churches can learn 

from the experience of these participants.  The importance of reaching and engaging individuals 

who are not part of the church means that the church’s efforts go well beyond activities on a 

single day of the week.  The Black church has a long significant history of being a lighthouse for 

the Black community.  People came to the church with all kinds of needs. This continues to be 

one of the places that serves the Black community but over the years educational institutions, 

fraternal organizations, organizations like the Urban League and the NAACP have emerged as a 

place that provides support primarily for the Black community.  Following a two-year lockdown 

of most churches nationally in response to a global pandemic, members of the community 

needed other avenues to connect with churches.   In the instance of the participants in this 

project, someone outside the church played a key role in engaging these participants.  

Conversations around a pool table, during a card game, the train ride to work were key to the 

participants becoming engaged with the church.  Once participants were engaged, activities kept 

them engaged.  The participants shared how much they enjoyed singing on the choir, driving the 
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church van, supporting youth activities, servant leadership, Audiovisual ministry and Sunday 

School teaching enriched their faith development and translated their beliefs to everyday living.  

The Black church has an opportunity to listen to the journeys of individuals they engage and 

consider how the story of the journey inform the needs of the individuals. If Black lives matter 

this is an opportunity to know more about those lives and welcome them into our church 

communities that are safe, loving, and nonjudgmental.   

  Listening is an important part of pastoral care, and the value of listening from a trauma 

informed approach can be helpful in not retraumatizing those we engage in church communities.  

This initial step in promoting healing from trauma can be learned. It is important that while 

listening is therapeutic for the storyteller, it is NOT therapy.  Ministers, and church leaders must 

be competent and informed in recommending mental health services when it is appropriate. 

Making such referral depends on developing a network of skilled, trusted counselors and 

knowing when to use that network.  

OBSERVATIONS 

 Stage based theories of human, emotional, cognitive and faith development provide a lens 

for assessing development in some individuals but not likely most.  In the years since the 

prominence of this way of understanding behavior the way that some people live have changed 

for some drastically. Black people are more knowledgeable of the history of Black people in 

America and the pervasiveness of systemic racism.  The idea of discreet stages of development 

may not be consistent with the Black experience in America.  It may be perceived as racist or 

classist to think of current descriptions of development as applicable to the Black community. 
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 Following the most recent change, a two-year lock down, the result of a pandemic, more 

families carry out religious practices in the comfort and safety of their homes.   The availability 

of live streaming allows church activities to be streamed directly into someone’s home, 

someone’s vehicle, or any location where the technology exist.  This shift has for some, raised 

the question of how the role of historical and recent events influences our understanding 

development and behavior. These shifts should be considered in research and concerns related to 

the communities of color, discrimination and class, and social issues.  

 The broad concept of trauma, (emotional, mental and physical) that emerged in this 

century as a way of understanding the effects of cultural bias, natural catastrophes, community 

violence, and war. This has become another lens for looking at and understanding behavior.  In 

recent years discussions that intentionally address the issue that being different does not mean 

being less than, or not equal to have begun.    Challenges to the ideal that there is a single 

perspective, a single way, a single measure for understanding and resolving differences and 

issues have become part of the discussion of trauma. 

The Church in general, but the Black Church specifically, has new opportunities to 

engage the community that it serves.  Technology provides opportunities to engage from our 

homes via our computers and smart televisions, from any location in the community including 

our automobiles via our cell phones. Sunday morning no longer is the only sacred time of the 

week. People can choose the time of worship that works best for them. Other church activities 

can be as close as our computers and telephones.  The access may not be equally available to 

members of the Black Community.  The lockdown revealed that all communities don’t have 

equal access to the digital technology. Like other indicators of poverty, there are technology 
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deserts across our nation, that prevent churches and their respective communities from taking 

advantage of these tools for ministry.  

CRITICAL ANALYSIS  

 If I were to do this study over again, I would reconsider the key questions.  In this study 

there are three questions related to: racialized trauma, stage-based theories of faith development 

and how Black churches can engage individuals who are religiously unaffiliated.  Each of these 

questions provide sufficient data to analyze for this project.  The three key questions provided 

complexity that sometimes made it difficult to identify what factors were influencing faith 

development.  I would reduce the three key questions to one question. That question would be: 

Does racialized trauma influence faith development?  

 Secondly, with three key questions I should have refined the interview questions by 

focusing the interviews on trauma, faith development and engagement with the church.  

Reducing the length of the interview would have reduced the time spent transcribing the 

interviews along with the reams of papers now stored away.  

 Finally, while I did assure each participant of the possibility that the interviews 

themselves would introduce feelings and thoughts that were uncomfortable, I should have 

allowed for more time for debriefing and support for the participants.  I found the time to provide 

support, but it was an unexpected and unscheduled activity that needed to be added to my 

schedule.  

FUTURE RESEARCH 

 Authentic slave narratives make it possible to learn more about the experiences of the 

enslaved Africans and their descendants. There is no doubt the more information available 
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regarding the slave experiences, the easier to identify the level of trauma associated with being 

treated as chattel.  This information may also provide possible epigenetic influences passed down 

to descendants.  

 DNA ancestry makes it possible to trace ancestry back to its origin.  This makes it 

possible to determine the geographical location of ancestry before coming to America, including 

accurate information about West Africa, the location from which a significant number of 

enslaved Africans came.  Ancestry data provides information that has been until now lost 

because the culture, language, and African traditions often eliminated and/or pushed below the 

surface in response to slave owners attempts to erase African identities.  Information about these 

identities can now be researched along with West African religious traditions.   In my attempt to 

research African religious traditions there were not many sources of information. 

 Life stories provide a wealth of information regarding how individuals see their life 

journeys unfolding. The response of the individuals who shared their stories with me suggest that 

most individuals if not all have something to share. Even in situations that are painful, people 

appreciate an opportunity to tell their own story. These stories may provide more information on 

human development, milestones and markers of life journeys. 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

 It was an honor to be entrusted with the stories of the courageous nine individuals in this 

project.  This work though exciting was weightier than I imagined. The realities of America’s 

history of slavery, white supremacy and privilege, oppression and systemic racism are not easy 

topics to consider.  I have had to remind myself that this BIG problem is not as big as the God I 

profess faith in, and this makes it possible for me to continue exploring this work. 
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Epilogue 
 

Sermon 
 

“Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done!” 
Sermonic Text: John 4:7-19, 39-42 (NRSV) 

 

 Jesus and his disciples headed to Galilee from Judea, journey through Samaria.  Samaria 

the home of Samaritans who were hated.  Hated because they worshipped the God of Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob in a different way.  Hated because they didn’t worship in Jerusalem, but in 

Samaria.  Hated because the Jews thought they had not been born into Judaism but centuries 

before had married into Judaism and weren’t authentic.   

 Jesus took the shortest route from Judea back to Galilee and journeyed through Samaria 

increasing the likelihood that He and his disciples would encounter Samaritans along the way.  

Jews hated Samaritans, or at least were supposed to.   

 How many of us have found ourselves in a situation when the journey took us to a place 

we didn’t want to be.  How we remember our journey to a career that took a stop in a position 

that made us dread going to work.  We remember our journey to marriage that was too short for 

some and too long for others with stops along the way that were disastrous. A journey that took 

outside our comfort zone in the hope of arriving at the destination “happily married.”  How many 

academic majors did we choose in college before landing on the thing we were passionate about, 

the work we would love our whole life.   
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 Jesus slowed his travel through Samaria to a stop in Sychar and sat near Jacob’s Well.  

God incarnate stopped in a place Jews try to never go. They took the long way around, traveling 

the Jordan River instead, but Jesus traveled through Samaria.  Jesus stopped and sent His 

disciples for food, then Jesus rested. 

 God shows up in unexpected places at unexpected times doing unexpected things.  God is 

willing to wait for us in the most unlikely place.  God demonstrates his love for us, that while we 

were yet sinners, when we didn’t want anything to do with Him, he sent his son Jesus to meet us 

where we are.  Today was the Samaritan woman’s day.  She comes to Jacob’s Well in the height 

of the noonday Sun. Samaria, Sychar, Jacob’s Well in the middle of the day. 

 Jacob’s Well was “the water cooler” of the day.  A place for gathering both the 

sustenance of life – water, and the news of the village.  Villagers likely gathered at least twice a 

day in the cool of the morning and around dusk to help each other gather enough water to get 

through the heat of the day, to care for livestock and prepare meals.  This woman came in the 

heat of the day when others were not around.  She was interested in assistance in drawing water 

or the news of the day.  It is here that Jesus waits, an encounter she will no doubt ever forget.  

Jesus does the unexpected, some would say the unthinkable, He speaks to her! 

 Away from the disapproving eyes of Jesus’ disciples, and the Samaritan woman’s 

neighbors Jesus engages this woman in His gift of life giving, living water.  Water that will 

permanently eliminate her thirst; not her thirst for natural water but her thirst that has resulted in 

five husbands and a man she is with now that is not her husband.  Jesus will provide life giving 

water that will make her unashamed and unapologetic of her witness and her desire to share 

Jesus’ good gift with the very people she avoided at the well. 
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 Like so many others who Jesus encountered, this woman who name we don’t even know, 

has her life “turned on a dime.”  She exclaims to her village, “Come meet a man who told me 

everything I have ever done.” (vs. 39)  

 Like Nicodemus in John 3, who comes to Jesus in the darkness of night, encounters with 

God are not limited to church attendance or church membership.  God meets us where we are 

whether we think of ourselves as religiously affiliated or not.  I believe that the life stories of the 

participants in this project confirms that journeys of faith vary and are uniquely individual.  This 

project will affirm that God’s course of action is not defined by or limited to a “traditional” 

approach to ministry, that includes early, regular church attendance and/or church membership.  

God is limitless, and journeys of faith are not bound by a single tradition or path.   

 This is good news for all of us.  God loves us so much that He will interrupt or disrupt 

our lives to demonstrate His great love for each of us.  That’s why we can shout “Glory!” 

because Jesus’ betrayal and arrest before the chief priests didn’t alter Jesus’ subjection to His 

Father’s will.  That’s why we can shout “Glory!” because the early morning trials of Pilate and 

Herod weren’t so humiliating that Jesus would decide to go his own way.  That’s why we shout 

“Glory!” because Jesus did not decide to come down from the cross just to save himself.  He 

decided to die just to save you and me.  Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever 

done! 

Amen, Amen and Amen. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Family One, DJ’s Interview 
 

 Family One was interviewed according to age, the oldest DJ to the youngest EJ. The 

siblings range in age from 74 years to 63 years.   Each were asked the same questions, and each 

responded with a unique story: DJ was the first to be interviewed.  What follows is an excerpt of 

the interview. 

After reading and explaining the consent form and providing a signed copy to DJ the 

interview began.   

Q.   DJ, How are you feeling today?  

A.   I feel good. 

Q.   DJ, Please describe your life as a child. 

A.  Actually, life was pretty good.   We went to Sunday School, Bethel AME, that was 
automatic.  We didn’t go to church, when I was a teenager, we went to the Black Presbyterian 
Church.   

Q.  Do you remember your siblings? 

A.  When I was born we lived in Toughkenamon, but we lived next to the railroad tracks.  We 
moved to the borough and lived Bernard St, Darlington St, then Gay St. I remember WeJ and EJ, 
they were the youngest.  

Q.  What was the community like? 

A.  It was a mixed community, black and white, and I went to elementary, junior high school, 
and high school. Most of the kids played together, went to school together and we got along. I 
continued to go to Bethel and when I was a teenager we went to the presbyterian church.  My 
mother was strong in the faith, my dad wasn’t.  Someone in the neighborhood invited me to the 
presbyterian church.  There were lots of other young people, my age and this young lady that I 
wanted to date.  I believed in God and the way that the pastor talked about God made sense to 
me.  I saw that someone made a big experiment.  This place just didn’t happen and what I was 
learning in church was how it came about.  This somebody was greater than us and made this 
like somebody working on a project and we were the result of the project. I did get confused, 
God made all these people, we were all different, and we didn’t all get along. My brother and 
sister, they followed me. Mom came to church sometimes, but Dad didn’t.  My brother, sister 
and I all got baptized the same day.  We were fine, I graduated from high school and I also got a 
scholarship but the young lady that I liked, dumped me and went away to college.  I went off to 
college, Goldey-Beacom Junior College. 
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After a year and six months of college, DJ decided to join the Navy.  His experience in 

the Navy is described in Chapter Three. After the Navy, DJ had a number of jobs and finally 

landed employment with a restaurant company before moving to California.  He returned to the 

Chester County area and married.    

Q. DJ what was happening on your faith journey.   

A.  I wasn’t attending church but my faith was strong.  I started attending a predominantly white 
church.  It was a Methodist church and it was in walking distance.  Both of my sons were 
christened there and I was an active member.  But my wife decided we should go to a black 
church because she knew more people there. So we did.  I knew people as well, including family 
members.  I became involved in church ministries there.  I joined the choir. I attended Sunday 
School.  I started driving the church bus.  My relationship with God was solid.  When I split up 
with my wife, it got messy.  I made some mistakes.  One day I asked God, “Dear Lord am I 
where you want me to be?”  Later that day I found a key chain with the words of Jeremiah 29:11 
engraved on it.  I knew that God had me.  He’s there.  I read scriptures every morning and I read 
a chapter from the Bible each day.  I share a devotion via text with 20 plus people.  God is my 
leader. I wear a cross but I’m not a preacher.  This pandemic is God’s doing. We need to get 
together. The whole planet is affected by this.   

 DJ currently lives with a new partner, though they aren’t married they view themselves as 

a couple.  DJ attends the Catholic church regularly because it is in walking distance.   

Q. What has God taught you about family? 

A.  Going to Sunday School and Church taught me to love my neighbor, love my family and how 
I’m supposed to relate to people.  That’s what guides me, and we none of us, do this perfectly.  
Thank you, Lord, for forgiving me and for loving me.  
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APPENDIX B 

Family One, CJ’s Interview 

 CJ was the second of the siblings to be interviewed.  What follows is an excerpt of the 

interview.  The same questions are asked of CJ, after I read and explained the consent form and 

provided a signed copy.  Below are CJ’s responses:  

Q.  How are you feeling today? 

A.  I feel good.  

Q.  Can you describe your life as a child? 

A.  For the most part it was pretty sweet, DJ and me. Only in the last ten years that I realized that 
He was my protector.  I adopted his friends and he made decisions and I followed his decisions.  
When we became teenagers that’s when we started doing things on our own.  That’s when 
identity came up, he’s heterosexual and I’m gay.  I recognized that he is interested in girls, and 
I’m not interested in the same way.  In the sixth grade I gave a girl a ring and got made fun of.  
Also I was a bit of a nerd and I liked school.  I wasn’t “smart smart” but I got “B” s mostly and 
some “A” s. I got attention because people in the family knew I was smart and probably had the 
answers to questions.  

 DJ and I got toy trucks and Slinkys because Mom worked for Slinky.  Sometimes I 
blamed DJ when we got into trouble and sometimes, I got in trouble.  We went to Biddle Street 
School and close neighbors who were catholic named their daughters Faith, Hope and Charity.   
The neighborhood was black, white and Puerto Rican.  We felt a little more secure than our 
neighbors. Some families had less decorum, but my family had more decorum, that’s what my 
mother and father expected.   

My dad got a date with Mom on a bet that he could get one of seven daughters from her 
family to go out with him.  Dad was good looking, processed his hair, was a brick layer and 
cleaned up well.  He was also a ladies’ man, had a big social life early in their marriage.  We had 
lots of parties with the smell of whiskey and hor d’oeuvres, seeing our mother in social scenes 
and photos in clubs.  But as time went by there was less of that, less smiling.  When the family 
from DC, or Virginia came to visit then it was a party.   

I spent time in Washington, DC during the summer, one aunt made fried chicken with 
mustard and vinegar, and I remember that it was special.  They were the party people, she had a 
big Cadillac, and she was the number’s runner. 

There was harmony when we were young but then we heard our parents fight.  My mother didn’t 
allow us to curse.  Every other weekend we visited our grandparents, my mother’s family in 
Delaware County. My mother’s family was very quiet.  My mother and father’s families were at 
opposite ends of the culture spectrum, even though they both had beginnings in the country. 
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Mom’s family moved to Yeadon, PA, to a near middle class, black community who had the 
nation’s first black owned private swim club. My father’s family was hardly sophisticated.  My 
father’s family had a different idea of fun. Once my cousins locked me in the trunk of a car.    
Two of my maternal aunts lived in a house with a garage, and two other maternal aunts lived one 
block over in a beautiful large house. Other family members lived in the same Yeadon 
community within walking distance.  

Our paternal grandparents were not warm.  I felt threatened. I felt I needed to be careful 
what I said or did.  They had rules of behavior that had to be followed that were strict. You 
didn’t have “conversations” with these people. Punishments were whippings with a switch from 
a willow tree. Other grandparents were “people of torture”.  Two weeks in the summer, we 
didn’t look forward to, collecting eggs, feeding the pigs, a house surrounded by land, everything 
at a distance. 

At home we were sent to Sunday School, Bible stories and recitations.  Mennonites had a 
summer session of Vacation Bible School, where we got more Bible stories.  They were nice 
people, we never hated it, and there were snacks, good food.   

I must say that all of that combined with our education and as close as I have become to 
Buddhism, Christianity is still my guide.  The pastor at the presbyterian church was vibrant and 
had a lot of energy and that influenced us.  I caught that energy and listened to what he had to 
say. He knew how to connect and approach our generation.   
  After high school student I attended a few dances at Cheyney State College.  I enjoyed folk 
music and I really got caught up in the music of Tim Buckley and Bonnie Raitt.  I went to West 
Chester State on a small scholarship and I worked while going there for two years. In college I 
became best friends with a woman from the area. We were both confused or at least unclear 
about our sexuality.  Our relationship was as confidants and we vaguely appeared like boyfriend 
and girlfriend. Later after college both of us realized we were both gay.  I started smoking 
marijuana, trying LSD, mushrooms and also avoided the draft. I met friends into the Arts and 
started taking art classes. I met a painter and moved to NYC and continued lessons and painting.  
  
Q. Can you describe your experience in NYC?  

A.  Mom always said, “when you grow up don’t hang around this place, get your own.”  I was 
scared when I arrived in New York.  My friend the painter was my security blanket.  Interest in 
art was how I established relationships.  I lived in a neighborhood called “Soho” where there 
were lots of painters and dancers.   
 
Q. What was happening with your faith life? 
 
A.  I seemed to have always been interested in the exotic. Faith was no different. Whenever I 
encountered other faiths. I paid attention and often tried them out.  I was curious and liked the 
description of Quakers.  In Philly I went to teachings of Guru Bowa at a friend’s urging. In NYC 
I joined the Nichiren Buddhist sect to chant.  A co-worker on whom I had a crush and 
encouraged me.  It lasted a year.  

But a more serious connection to Buddhism developed from becoming friends and 
roommates with a monk from the Dalai Lam’s Temple.  In fact, a former personal assistant to the 
Dalai Lama.  It was a chaste relationship with no sexual attractions.  We consider ourselves 
brothers to this day. With all this “experimentation” I would say that Christianity is still my basic 
faith and where I find the principals in Buddhism. I am attracted to that as well.  I am a person, 
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not perfect.  I’m flawed.  I’m always going to be a Christian. The stories I know and believe are 
concrete to me.  
 

Q. What do you believe about God?  

A.  I see the divine in experiences, and even more when we experience ourselves.  I ask myself 
the question “how do I feel about death.”  Now the I’m dealing with the big “C”, I have to deal 
with the big “D” behind it.  It doesn’t hurt, it’s like before I was born.  I’m feeling satisfied and I 
have let go of the grasping.  I learned this when I was nine years old.   
 I’m more open now. No longer living in my older brother’s shadow, or dependent on my 
friends or even my husband. My husband is more accommodating and more gracious. I bring 
sincerity and imagination now. My life and my faith are weaved together.  
 Does God exist? I don’t know. 
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APPENDIX C 

Family One, KJ’s Interview 

 
 KJ is the third sibling in Family One.  KJ is the middle child and she responded to the 

same questions as DJ and CJ.  An excerpt of the interview follows. KJ received a signed copy of 

the consent form after it was read and explained.  

Q.  How are you feeling today? 

A.  I am feeling great.   

Q.  Can you describe your life as a child? 

A.  I don’t remember much before I was 4 years old. I remember attending Biddle Street School 
for kindergarten.  I remember sitting at the top of the steps in our house and looking through the 
door window at the sunset.  I remember getting a burn from the heat grate and moving to Gay 
Street and watching cartoons on television.  My mother would say, “don’t sit too close, you will 
go blind.”  But she didn’t know that I was already blind and couldn’t see.  I remember a brand-
new Oldsmobile every four years.   
 Mom and Dad were sharp, going out “dressed to the nines.”  Dad worked all the time.  
Mom worked at Slinky, then Mom worked at Oakbourne Mental Hospital.  My dad brought 
fancy cakes home all the time.  The cakes were from ladies because my dad was a “numbers 
runner”.  My best friend was also my husband’s first cousin. We were riding bikes, and roller 
skating all the time.  I remember two older brothers and lots of social events and parties that I 
watched from the steps.   
 
Q.  What do you remember about school? 

A.  What I loved about school was that I met my husband and brother-in-law in first grade.  
That’s when they also discovered that I needed glasses.  I loved to play sports, loved to sing and 
gymnastics.  School was integrated for students and teachers alike. Though the school bus driver 
refused to pick up black children at the bus stop.   

During the summers I spent all summer with my grandmother, but an older cousin tried to 
sexually abuse me after 7th grade.  I refused to go back to visit my grandmother during the 
summer, but I never told anyone what happened until this interview.  I spent summers at home 
with my girlfriends, riding my bike, going to the park and the neighborhood recreation center.  

I remember Henderson High School and lots of prejudice.  When I did a report on a black 
person, I got a low grade.  When I reported on a white person, I got a high grade.  The 
administrators decided that the winning basketball team had too many black students and 
reduced the number of black players and increased the number of white players.    
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Q.  What do you remember about your faith journey? 

A.  I remember Bethel and Sunday school.  Sometimes we went to church and I remember 
joining the kid’s choir.  Mom attended special events.  Dad didn’t go.  We stopped going to 
Bethel and went to the presbyterian church. I remember joining a kid’s community choir, 
traveling around the area singing at lots of churches, Mom was one of the chauffeurs for the 
choir. 
 I remember in 3rd grade getting on my knees and asking God to come into my life and 
crying like a baby.  I started attending the presbyterian church around 10 years old, got baptized 
there.  Later after high school I started attending another church with my boyfriend, who would 
eventually become my husband.  Years later I would join a Baptist church. The pastor there 
insisted on baptism but immersion.  I joined the choir there and loved singing.  I still do.  
 My husband worked on Sundays, so I didn’t go to church for a while after I got married. I 
was pregnant when we got married in July and our first child came in December.  Two years 
later my husband had an affair and the woman was pregnant with his child. We separated briefly 
and I returned to my parent’s home.  After giving birth, the woman died a week later and my 
husband and I agreed that the baby, a boy would be raised a member of our family. I moved back 
home.  I remember my husband brought the baby home and then left for work.  My dad died a 
week later.  Four years later we had a third child, and three years after that our fourth child.   
 
Q.  What were your ideas about God as you were experiencing these things in your 
marriage? 

A.  God pushed me and pulled me and gave me everything that I needed up til now.  Forty-nine 
years of marriage, four children and 18 grandchildren.  I want to be true to my faith.  God moved 
me forward and that’s where I find joy in my faith.  
 
Q.  What do you think about the fact that the presbyterian church where you were first    
baptized is now the church where you have been called to pastor? 

A.  God already and always has the plan.  I know that God was ahead of me. God was going to 
use me, a calling was on my life.  To know and accept God’s plan that’s the story.   
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APPENDIX D 

Family One, WeJ’s Interview 

 

 WeJ is the fourth sibling in Family One. What follows is an excerpt of the interviews.  

WeJ was given a copy of the signed consent form after it was read and explained.  

WeJ (pronounced We-J) is the next to the youngest of the five siblings.  When we started the 

interview at 11am she had already been awake for six hours.   

Q.  How are you feeling today? 

A.  I feel good, I’ve been awake since 5:15am and I walked 4 miles this morning. 

Q. Can you describe your life as a child? 

A.  It was good, I got away with whatever… I wasn’t held to chores. I went to the park in the 
morning, came home for lunch and went back to the park in the afternoon.  No chores because 
the chores were done by my older siblings.  I don’t remember much because I’m a “one day at a 
time” person, whatever my siblings did, I didn’t pay them any mind.  EJ and I weren’t allowed to 
cross High Street but I could come off the porch and we had a backyard.   

Q. What do you remember about your parents? 

A.  Dad was the “grand pooh-bah” of the Elks, a workaholic who didn’t trust white people.  I 
didn’t like birthdays because of the birthday spanking that was the tradition every year.  I don’t 
remember where the tradition came from, but I don’t much like birthday celebrations even today. 
 Mom was my best friend.  We did a lot together, we hung out a lot.  I helped her out in 
the garden and she took me all the school activities I needed to go to.  I was a sports person, 
hockey, basketball, and lacrosse.   
 
Q.  What was school like? 

A.  I went to a lot of schools, High St. School, Gay St. School. Biddle St. School, North Junior 
High School, East Junior High School, and Henderson High School.  I was always in advanced 
classes and I walked to school each day.   

Q.   What do you remember about your siblings? 

A.  I don’t remember much.  I remember summers in Connecticut.  That’s where I learned to 
drive, fish, work on cars and learn to babysit.  That’s also where I put wet brown shoes in the 
oven to dry but instead burned them.   
Church was few and far between.  At Bethel I didn’t take anything in, and I wore a dress with 
desert boots.  I remember the Mennonites who set up a tent for Vacation Bible School.  I wasn’t 
made to go, so I stopped going to Bethel in elementary school and visited the presbyterian church 
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with Mom when she went to visit.  Church stopped altogether for me around age 10, and I went 
to the park and played.  
 Junior High School was good, I was an “A” and “B” student and I learned to play hockey 
and basketball. In high school I kept my grades up, and I didn’t have any restrictions but in my 
senior year I let my grades slip and had to attend summer school. My parents weren’t crazy strict 
and there was nothing to take away except going outside. So I stayed in the house.   
 I got pregnant I my senior year of high school. He had a 1965 Chevy Impala; it was 
yellow and I thought he was cute.  We got married in October at the Justice of the Peace. Once 
we got married, there was still no church.  
 
Q.  When does God enter the picture? 

A.  The babysitter invited the family to come to one of the Baptist churches in Coatesville.  I 
didn’t go right away, but I was working at Wyeth Laboratories, selling pot and one night I had a 
bad experience with angel dust.  That experience turned things around, I said, “this is stupid.” I 
wasn’t making any money so because I was invited, I went.  I went and the whole family went 
with me, except for my husband.  I attended adult Sunday school and learned the basics.  I 
thought I was saved but I wasn’t.  I wasn’t raised in church, so I thought that getting baptized 
what it.  The whole family (except husband) got baptized together.  After a few years, my 
husband joined and later became a deacon.   
 A few years later, I started attending a home Bible study and that’s when I realized I 
didn’t have a personal relationship with Christ.  It was that Bible study, when the relationship 
started.  I had a greater appreciation for Sunday School and Bible Study.  I experienced 
something different while attending a church business meeting.  I witnessed mistreatment of the 
pastor.  I didn’t leave immediately but a while later I started a search for a new church with my 
husband.   
 I found a new church family that included revivals, food giveaways and the pastor drove 
a motorcycle.  I joined an Apostolic church and my husband joined a Methodist church. There 
were tarrying services and slaying in the Spirit and I got a full understanding of who Christ is. 
God was aware of me, even when I wasn’t aware of him. 
 

Q.  What were your ideas about God? 

A.  I totally trust Him in everything I do. His will, will be done.  I can’t send him anywhere. 
God’s will, will be done.  I don’t like the politics of denominations. Catholics, Baptists, 
Methodists, etc. We serve the same God. Jesus is coming back for one church that is not divided.  
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APPENDIX E 

Family One, EJ’s Interview 

 EJ is the youngest sibling in Family One.  EJ was the last to be interviewed.  What 

follows was an excerpt of that interview.  EJ was given a copy of a signed consent form after it 

was read and explained.  

Q.  How are you feeling today? 

A.  I’m good, feel good. 

 Q.  Can you describe your life as a child. 

A.  My life as a child is hard to remember between 1-8 years old.  I remember going to the 
beach, Atlantic City or Wildwood.  My mom had a friend who had a place we went to; Mom 
Dad, WeJ and me.  DJ was in the Navy and CJ was in college.  WeJ and I went to the beach, 
maybe KJ but I don’t remember DJ or CJ.   

Q.  What do you remember about Mom and Dad? 

A.  Ugh, not a whole lot.  Dad wasn’t there.  He stopped by for dinner and then he went out. He 
worked as a bricklayer.  Mom worked at Oakbourne Mental Hospital. 

Q.  When did you know you were the youngest? 

 When I was 8 years old, but when I was 14 years old, they didn’t pay attention to me. No 
one pushed me, no counselors and I was not a good student.  I went to five schools: Gay St. 
School, Biddle St. School, East Bradford School, Pierce Junior High School, and East High 
School.  These schools were on the other side of the borough, and I walked all the way across 
town.  I was a loner. 
 The house we lived in on Gay St. was a twin, it was remodeled and it was the nicest 
house on the block. The kitchen, basement, bathrooms were all for entertaining.  There was a 
new car parked out front.   
 I didn’t realize, I just went along.  Childhood was a blank. I remember my kindergarten 
teacher.  I had a crush on her, but I didn’t do well.  I got pushed through just going along with 
the program. School didn’t matter in 5th grade I got “D” s and “C” s. My parents threatened to 
send me away to a special school. No one pushed me along.  My mom was too occupied with my 
sisters and what my dad was or wasn’t doing.  I just went outside and played.  I didn’t go to the 
park much.  I wasn’t into anything.  
 I played baseball, in 8th grade and went out for basketball.  Dad took me to basketball camp in 
the Pocono’s, but I got homesick and came back home and set on the bench.  I spent summers in 
Washington, DC with my cousins, but stopped going after a few years. 
Mom enjoyed visiting her family on the weekends and the kids there were my age.  It was nice, 
the family had a big house and I have no idea how they came to live so well. 
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During my senior year in High School, Dad passed away.  He came home one Saturday night to 
get change and it was during that night that it happened. I was seventeen.   
When I was 5 or 6 years old, I went to Sunday School at Bethel.  It didn’t last long and when I 
didn’t want to go, I didn’t go.  I didn’t take anything in. I would go outside and play on Sundays. 
When I was 13 years old, I got a job working at the corner delicatessen, making hoagies. At 16 I 
started driving and delivering for the store. The owner of the store lent me his car to go to school 
and then to come to work.  Around this time, I found some weed in DJ’s car and tried it out.  I 
smoked constantly during my time in a vocational high school.  I smoked coming and going and 
missed forty days of school, but I didn’t get into trouble.  Mom really was into her daughters and 
the troubles they were having.  I took away from the situation that I wouldn’t go the way that my 
sisters had gone in marriage.  I joined the Navy.   
 
Q.  Why did you join the Navy? 
 
A.  I joined the Navy because my older brother went in the Navy and that was a way to see the 
World.  I spent most of my time in the Far East, but I also saw Hawaii and California.  On the 
ship I was selected to “strike for quarter master” even though I didn’t take the test, I was a quick 
learner and my boss taught me trigonometry and I learned the job.  I returned to Chester County 
in 1988 and my family was happy to have me at home.  

Q.  When and why did you start going to church?  

A.  I had married a woman from California and the early years of the marriage were really rough.  
We separated for a time, and I wanted my life to be different.  I started attending the church that 
WeJ attended.  I didn’t join but I regularly attended.  Later I joined another church, where my 
brother and sister were members.  I got baptized on Easter Sunday 1998. My wife and I got back 
together and we both got involved in church.   

Q.  What are your ideas about God? 

A.  God has saved me, saved me from drugs, saved me from relationships, and saved my 
marriage.  The changes in my life are because of God.  I started working with the new members 
ministry and I had an opportunity to get to know the members of the church.  I know God is in 
me.  I can’t remember as much Scripture as I would like to, but I’m picking up things.  I thank 
God for everything. 
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APPENDIX F 

Family Two, Ms.CD’s Interview 

 

 I invited five sisters of this family to participate in sharing their life stories.  The sisters 

range in age from 79 years to 90 years.  The oldest sister declined to participate after 

experiencing some health issues.  What follows are the stories of four women, my mother and 

her three sisters.  I started with the youngest sister (age 79) and ended with the next to oldest (age 

88.)   

At the beginning of the interview, I read aloud the consent form and explained it.  Each 

was asked to sign in duplicate and a copy was given to them.  The first interview was with Ms. 

CD. 

Q.  Ms. CD, How are you feeling today? 

 A.   I’m feeling fine. 

Q.  Can you describe your life as a child? 

A.  My life as a child, well I had a very pleasant life as a child’s life should be.  Full of laughter, 
play, growing up on the block as it should be.  We could get outside and jump rope and play; we 
didn’t know about a lot of tragedy like today.  We didn’t know what was going to take place.  I 
was the baby, my mom she worked.  My father had a problem, and he contributed what he could.  
My mother was an amazing woman and we learned from her.   

She could lay my father out, but she never talked harsh to us about our father.  Behind me 
being the youngest, my sisters had their own life and I had mine.  They were involved with other 
things.  On Spring Street, we had lots of kids to play with, lots of buddies, a slew of kids.  It was 
a Black community all the way to 63rd and Race or Vine St. When you crossed over 63rd Street, it 
was Italian.  When you went south below Market Street, it was a Jewish community.  

I went to Barry Elementary, Sayre Junior High School, and Overbrook High School.  I 
had fun at school, my buddies and I.  We didn’t have all the killing.  We could walk to the movie 
theater and never had a problem.  No one driving along trying to pick you up.  We were in a little 
clique that was safe.  We split up in high school.  High school was a little separation, we were 
choosing programs and there were Italians, Jewish and Black students.  We noticed that students 
from other schools were better students.  Mostly the Jewish students were a higher level of 
student. 
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Q.  When did you start going to church? 

A.  I went to Mt Carmel Baptist Church for Sunday School and Junior Church.  “May the Lord 
add a blessing to the reading of His Word.”   Rev. McGee used to say that all the time and we 
would just crack up laughing.  I would pick up my friends on the way to Sunday School.  I had a 
crew that went together.  

Q.  Did other family members go? 

A.  I don’t remember, just my crew.  My parents didn’t go because my mom went to Mt. Olivet.  
Dad didn’t go anywhere.  We had fun, we would go to camp in the summer and that’s when I 
accepted Christ.  Mt. Carmel was a big church I remember the pastor, Rev. Hoggard.  
 
Q.  What kind of student were you? 

A.  Not an “A” or “B” student.  I was a “C” and “D” student.  My history classes, I was good.  
My Clerical courses I was good.  But Math and English I dropped down.  I could never call 
myself smart, I was just average. 

Q.  When did boys enter the picture? 

A.  Boys entered the picture in high school, but before High School nothing close. We weren’t 
into it until high school. I had a new crew and I had choices. We no longer lived on Spring 
Street, first it was 60th Street, then 57th Street.  

 

Q.  Where were you in your faith journey at this time. 

A.  I had joined the church and was attending the same church as Mom.  I got saved the summer 
I went to camp.  I had come a long way, but I had also back slidden and my faith was really 
tested.  The Lord blessed me with a child.  You never know that the road is going to bring you 
back to where you started.  I asked God to guide me.  I want to get closer to you.  I’m in a 
training now.  I want God to move me.  I don’t know.  You have to listen to the Lord.  It was a 
learning for me. I have experienced the Lord and what He can do.   

Q.  How would you describe your faith journey?  

A.   It’s been a struggle, oh boy.  I have peace of mind.  I held on and the Lord has shown me.  I 
don’t have legs to stand.  I’m a double amputee.  Guide me, Lord.  I don’t fear death, if the Lord 
says, “come on CD”, I will meet you at the gate, I will be whole. 
 When I got divorced from my husband I prayed to God.  Father, give me my health and a 
job and I can make it.  I had a mortgage and a car payment.  It was a challenge to raise my 
daughter and God helped me.  Oh Father.  You know the Lord send people, decent people in my 
life.  You realize you didn’t do it on your own.  
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APPENDIX G 

Family Two, Ms. RD’s Interview 

This interview was with the next to the youngest sister.  She has both visual and auditory 

challenges so the consent form along with the interview questions were read to her.  What 

follows is an excerpt of the interview. 

The second interview is with Ms. RD, she is 83 years old.  I read the consent form and 

explained.  A copy of the signed consent form was given to her before we started. 

Q.  Ms. RD, How are you feeling today? 

A.   I feel pretty good. 

Q.  Can you describe your life as a child? 

A.   Well, let’s see. It wasn’t a hard life.  At 6 years old, everyone was in the house.  We lived at 
44th and Fairmount St.  I remember living there, everyone was there.  I remember going to 
Martha Washington School for kindergarten.  I ran into a door and scarred my eye.  Mom came 
to pick me up but no one told her about my scar.  Mom was upset.   
 The house was full, and we lived overtop a store.  It seemed like it was three floors.  
Mom said, “Don’t go out on the roof”.  Mom said it was haunted.  Mom went to St. Ignatius and 
got “holy water” and sprinkled it on the door and then we didn’t hear about the door anymore.   
 We moved to 5916 Spring Street.  That’s where I grew up.  I went to Barry School, then 
to Sayre Junior High School.  Dad was there but he was not an attentive father.  I can remember 
Mom crying, “Daddy didn’t give me any money.”  She wasn’t working.  Food was rationed, 
everyone was on welfare.  It was 1940.  I remember when the war ended in 1945.  Everyone was 
so happy the war was over.  It was tight, but we were kids.  I remember eating oatmeal in the 
summertime.  We had to eat oatmeal, crème of wheat, farina.  I guess I ate it.  It wasn’t a 
question of “I don’t like this”, I ate it.   
 
Q.  Where were your older brothers and sisters? 

A.  My brothers went to Sulzberger Junior High School, and then when they were very young 
they both went into the Navy.  They didn’t finish high school.  My sisters went to Shoemaker 
Junior High School. 
 I had lots of friends on the block and around the corner.  The block was full of kids.  
Everyone was black, there was a corner store, a doctor’s office, an ice cream parlor, and a 
grocery store.  A few were black-owned, and a few were Jewish-owned.  It was a nice 
community.   
 Sayre Junior High school was nice, it was brand new and the students were black and 
white.  In 7th grade I had a teacher who always picked me for parts in plays.  He picked me one 
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year to play “Scrooge”.  He came to visit our house one day and met with mom.  I enjoyed 
school.  I enjoyed Sayre.   
 Mom was always a church going woman, but she didn’t go.  She sent us to Mt. Carmel 
Baptist Church. Junior church was fun and Sunday School was fun.  I accepted Jesus Christ at 
Camp Happy. The camp was somewhere in PA.  We went for a week.  We would have devotion 
before bedtime that was where I got saved. We would sing songs, we had counselors.  One 
counselor would trick you into looking away and steal your food, your bacon, or your sausage.  It 
was fun.  It was me, AD (sister) and a cousin.   
 Overbrook High School was okay.  Basically, it was Jewish, and we weren’t included in 
much.  You had to have something on the ball to be included.  It was basically all the white kids.  
Black boys could run track, but they catered to the white.  All the kids on the block went to 
Overbrook, we all went to Overbrook because we could walk.  I could have done a lot better.  I 
was in a commercial course.  We moved off of Spring St. when I was 17 years old.  Then we 
moved to 60th St. Mom and Dad never got along.  They fought a lot.  
 
Q.   What role has racism played in your life? 

A.  I know there were jobs I didn’t get because I was black.  No one said that to my face, it was 
always that you just didn’t get selected.   I was always told to get a job in a factory.   

Q.  When you look back, what did you think about your faith? 

A.  After Mom passed, I stop going to church. It was something I needed to do so I eventually 
went back.  I didn’t rejoin but the Pastor asked about me, so I rejoined.  I knew I was destined for 
something new in my life.  I needed to get back to church. 

Q.  What are your ideas about God?  

A.  God is an awesome God. He has covered me through all the things I have been through.  I 
haven’t suffered.  I’m a believer, God is real.  I do miss singing on the choir.  I want to get back 
in fellowship.  I’m still into praying but I miss going to church.   
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APPENDIX H 

Family Two, Ms. AD’s Interview 

The third interview was with Ms. AD, age 86 years old.  Ms. AD is the mother of 

researcher. What follows is an excerpt of the interview.  The interview began with reading and 

signing of consent form. A copy of the signed consent form was given to Ms. AD before we 

started. 

Q.  Ms. AD, How are you feeling today? 

A.  I’m good. 

Q.  Can you describe your life as a child? 

.    Well I will tell you that I was the 6th child of nine. It’s a rough spot. It’s another class of 
responsibility taking care of younger siblings and your clothing is all passed down to you.  
Imagine what those clothes were like when they got passed down to you.  We were poor, but 
everyone was poor.  Department of Public Administration (DPA) food and clothing was 
distributed.  Because I was the 6th child, I never got the attention that the 1st or last child got.  I 
was a strong person, mentally and emotionally. My leadership abilities meant that I was always 
concerned about who was right or wrong.  Who was treated right or wrong was important.  The 
middle three children were in a hard place.  I was a survivor. 

I can remember my father was an alcoholic, at first, he drank on the weekends but later it 
was every day.  It always stayed with me.  I wasn’t going to be a drinker and I didn’t want a man 
in my life who was a drinker.  During the war my father worked at Sun Shipyard.  His drinking 
worsened.  It was a difficult time.  My mother would be angry and when he got home the fight 
would start.  My father drank but you ever saw him drinking.  He never did it in front of us.  My 
mother was a disciplinarian, but my father never laid a hand on his girls.   

Growing up, you learned a routine.  When my mother went out to work, you had chores.  
Girls in one bedroom, two beds, the two older sisters in one bed and three younger sisters in the 
other.  You shared clothes, underwear, tops.  There was a drawer for these items and you wore 
what fit. You didn’t have your own clothes.  Sometimes clothes came from the families my 
mother worked for and also from rummage sales my mother shop a couple times a year. 
 
Q. What kind of student were you?  

A.  I attended the Rhodes School when we lived on Moss Street. When we lived at 44th and 
Fairmount, I went to Martha Washington School.  I attended Barry School when we lived on 
Spring St.  I attended Shoemaker Junior High School and Overbrook High School.  I was the 
first to graduate from high school.  School was fun, oatmeal for lunch and for breakfast.  I did 
my schoolwork, rode my bicycle and had skates. There were lots of kids on the block and some 
were bullies.  I learned to defend myself. 
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 The library was in another neighborhood, and sometimes we got chased.  We were told to 
“go where you belong”.  There was a public pool in our neighborhood(black) and we learned to 
swim.  Somedays we had to get ice from the Icehouse before my mother got home.  My sisters 
and I got the wagon, get a piece of ice, emptied the pan with the melted water and put the new 
piece of ice in the ice box. 
 I was 13 years old, and my youngest sister was 6 years old.  Each day before my mother 
got home, we had to put on clean clothes and my sister and I had to make sure the youngest was 
washed and put on clean clothes.  My two older brothers had already joined the Navy.  It was my 
oldest brother who escorted us to Sunday School when I was younger.  We didn’t go regularly 
but when I was 14 years old, I got saved.  I was so excited I told everyone I got saved.  Not 
everyone knew what I meant but they noticed my excitement.  During summer camp I met a 
group of older women who mentored me.  One of these women held a weekly Bible Club at her 
home.  I attended that Bible Club on Tuesday and she encouraged me to host my own Bible Club 
on the block where I lived.   
 I attended Overbrook High School.  I was chosen as a classroom aide, and I remember a 
teacher asking me, “what do you want to be?” I wanted to be a secretary, so I took the 
commercial course that included shorthand, and typing.  I was at the top of my class, but nobody 
hired black typist or stenographers.  Every time I took the test I was told, “You didn’t pass. 
Maybe there is something in the file room.”  At the state employment office, I was told, “You 
have sharp eyes and quick fingers, you should go to a factory.” My parents didn’t know how to 
fight racism, but we found that Jewish people were nicer than other white people. 
 
Q.  When you got saved, did you know your faith life was beginning? 
 
A.  No, I just knew I got saved.  The Lord has been faithful.  He put faithful people on my path.  
I needed a church that reached out to members. I need a structured program for my children, so 
we joined a new church. God is just faithful.   
 
 
Q.  What are your ideas about God? 
 
A.  I thank God for being in my life. I could have never made it without Him. I just asked to 
know God in a deeper way, more fully.  God wants a relationship. Still at my age (86) I’m 
challenged spiritually.  I’m serving as a prayer warrior.  The pastor has named me as “a mother 
of the church.” 
 
Q.  Is there a connection between your faith and your race? 
  
A.  Our suffering like the children of Israel. Faith sustains us.  When I face racism I’m glad I 
have my faith.  That’s what helps me. 
 
Q.  Are there events that influenced your faith life? 
 
 My life as a single mother with three children.  My faith got me through.  God is so 
faithful.  He has always sent faithful people into my life, like my best friend “G” who walked 
with me.  Keep walking with God.  God is faithful.   
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 I also see God’s hand in my marriage.  God is dealing with my husband to deepen his 
walk with God. 
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APPENDIX I 

Family Two, Ms.  TD’s Interview 

 

The fourth interview was with Ms. TD.  She is 88 years old, a widow for more than 

twenty years.  In 2020 she lost her youngest son at the beginning of the COVID-19 quarantine. A 

year later she suffered a stroke that resulted in her needing assistance in her home 24 hours a 

day.  She was extremely close to this son and the loss was significant.  An excerpt of the 

interview is included below.  The consent form was read and explained to Ms. TD.  A signed 

copy was given to her before the interview. 

Q.  How are you feeling today? 

A.  Mad, disgusted, fed up, that’s about it.  I don’t have control of my life and there’s nothing I 
can do about it.  My life has changed, and the changes are not good ones.  I don’t have any say 
over what I do.   
 
 We set quietly for a few minutes, before continuing.  I got to observe her interaction with 

the home health care aide.  

Q.  Can you describe your life as a child? 
 
A.  There were eight children and we were happy. We would hang out together, we fought 
together and we got into trouble together.  There was not leader, everybody was their own boss.  
The kids in the neighborhood beat me up.  I was always picked on, but we got ‘em. 
 back.  Cause Ms. AD didn’t take no stuff.   
 
Q.  Did you attend Sunday School with your sisters? 
 
A.  I did and somewhere along the way I got baptized.  I remember attending church with Mom 
and that’s when I met my husband.  A member of his family introduced us.  Church helped me to 
stay motivated and helped me to stay in the Lord.  Mom was my rock! 
 Mom married my father; they had some hard times.  There was never enough money.  
Dad had problems; he drank.  Mom worked two jobs.  It was rough.  Life was hard going to 
work everyday but you keep on pushing.  I was getting down low on my faith.  

 I was a trouble child.  I got into fights.  I was different, quiet and kids picked on me.  
When they stopped, I felt relieved.   I graduated from Overbrook High School two years after I 
should have.  I worked for an old lady cleaning her home.  She was nice but her daughter was 
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prejudice.  She made me feel that I was black and wasn’t good enough.   Church was helping, 
until I fell out with the Pastor.   
 
 
Q.  Why did you fall out with pastor? 
 
A.  His actions, he was chasing me around the church.  Fed up with the Pastor so I stopped 
going.  I miss church, mostly the music.  I used to read my Bible, but I got away from it. 
(Suddenly out of the blue Ms. TD asked me.) Why did He have to take Lawrence (not his real 
name) away? He was suffering but no more suffering now.  (She starts to cry but after a bit she 
says.) I don’t have anyone to come to my rescue.  That’s alright I’m going to hold on.  They 
can’t take away my faith.  God is going to change things around.  I’m going to keep on pressing 
on! 
 

After a few minutes of quiet we decided to go out for lunch, we went to visit a friend and 

we had dinner and spent the rest of the day together. 
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